Ms. Cowhey, I have a text to world connection! , Gabriella, first grade : critical intertextuality in a multicultural first grade classroom. by El-Bisi, Jehann H.
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst 
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 
1-1-2007 
"Ms. Cowhey, I have a text to world connection!", Gabriella, first 
grade : critical intertextuality in a multicultural first grade 
classroom. 
Jehann H. El-Bisi 
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1 
Recommended Citation 
El-Bisi, Jehann H., ""Ms. Cowhey, I have a text to world connection!", Gabriella, first grade : critical 
intertextuality in a multicultural first grade classroom." (2007). Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 
2014. 5780. 
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/5780 
This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 by an authorized administrator of 
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu. 

“MS. COWHEY, I HAVE A TEXT TO WORLD CONNECTION!” 
GABRIELLA, FIRST GRADE: 
CRITICAL INTERTEXTUALITY IN A MULTICULTURAL FIRST GRADE 
CLASSROOM 
A Dissertation Presented 
by 
JEHANN H. EL-BISI 
Submitted to the Graduate School of the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst in partial fulfillment 
Of the requirements for the degree of 
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 
May 2007 
Education 
Language, Literacy and Culture 
Teacher Education and Curriculum Studies Program 
©. Copyright by Jehann H. El-Bisi 2007 
All Rights Reserved 
“MS. COWHEY, I HAVE A TEXT TO WORLD CONNECTION!” 
GABRIELLA, FIRST GRADE: 
CRITICAL INTERTEXTUALITY IN A MULTICULTURAL FIRST GRADE 
CLASSROOM 
A Dissertation Presented 
By 
JEHANN H. EL-BISI 
Approved as to style and content by: 
Masha Rudman, Chair 
Christine B. McCormick, Dean 
School of Education 
DEDICATION 
In loving memory of my parents Elizabeth Leigh Searle, 
Dr. Hamed Mohamed El-Bisi and my dear friend and dance teacher Earline Robinson 
who said, 
“Remember the Children.” 
Elijah Lee El-Bisi 
Craig Washington 
Ernest Washington 
Sonia Nieto 
Masha Rudman 
Sebern Fisher 
Allison Ryan 
Tollie Miller 
Paulo Freire 
Peter McLaren 
Jonathon Kozol 
Mary Cowhey 
The Peace Class of 2002-2003 
Sister Clare 
Venerable Kato Shonin 
Andy Eisenhouer 
Sensei Ken Bernstein 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
I express my heartfelt gratitude and acknowledge the following: Jesus, Buddha, Bob 
Marley, Thich Nhat Hahn, The Dalai Lama, Ras Melvin Glover, Fitzhugh Lee Tarry III, 
Sensei Funakoshi, Sensei Mas Oyama, Sensei Tadashi Nakamura, Leah and Asa Parker- 
Bernstein, Sensei Janet Aalfs, Sensei William Oliver, Sensei Bruce Lee, All Wheel 
kickers. Josh Kroner, Provost Charlena Seymour, Dr. Alex Deschamps, Dr. Deirdre 
Almeida and Mariah Alemeida-American Horse, Dr. Cornell Peweewardy, Dr. Theresa 
Austin, Dr. Arlene Avakian, Dr. Pat Paugh, Dr. Sut Jhally, Elisa Campbell, Dr. Enoch 
Page, Turtle Avant, Tashina, Timothy, Donovan, Adawehi, Dante, Taber and Trey 
Bowman, Yose and Thomas Burnette, Elizabeth Capifali, Linda Griffin, Linda Guthrie, 
Linda Neas, Beth Dowling, Rich Tully, Sally Dumont, Lorraine Chaisson, Lili, Abby, 
Tessa, and Miles Chilson, Gwen Agna, Marisa Hebble and Kieran Presley, 
Dr. Jamie Dekoff-Jones, Dr. Irving Seidman, Paola, James, Zoe and Noah Di Stephano- 
Steinberg, Jennifer Fasulo, Dr. Dan Garfield, Denise Gaskin, Nadia, Gary, and Scott 
Hassan Graham, Leila, Robert, and Thomas Gordon, Mary Hynes, Amanda Judd, 
Conway and Alexandra Hilliard, Mahmoud Ketabchi, Dr. Gary Lasneski,, Kathleen and 
Alexander Ramsey, Felicia and Emma Sevene, Carmen Stevenson, Obadiah Jamal Sun, 
Rae Tattenbaum, Patrick, Audrey and Simon White, Jon and Kayla Zibbell, 
Dr. Allen Bachers, Quin, Ingrid, and Reina Eskew, Leslie, Khayam, Colleen, Tikori and 
Khylan Mahkdi, Ruthie Washington, Barbara Russ, “The Word Wizard” Tony Bond, 
Carol Foster, Dr.Ward Churchill, Athena Morris and Copy Cat of Amherst, 
Massachusetts. 
v 
ABSTRACT 
“MS. COWHEY, I HAVE A TEXT TO WORLD CONNECTION!”-GABRIELLA, 
FIRST GRADE: 
CRITICAL INTERTEXTUALITY IN A MULTICULTURAL FIRST GRADE 
CLASSROOM 
JEHANN EL-BISI, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Masha K. Rudman 
“Ms. Cowhey, I have a text to world connection!”-Gabriella, first grader, is a 
critical ethnographic account of a highly successful and nationally visible white teacher, 
and her first grade students who named themselves the Peace Class during the autumn of 
2002 when the United States declared war on Iraq. The study examines the teacher’s use 
of critical pedagogy as it relates to Freirian concepts of dialogue and revolution, and her 
use of critical intertextuality as I call it, and the academic achievement and agency of her 
students. 
The teacher, who is the main participant of this study, is committed to issues of 
equity and academic excellence. She is engaged in an interest convergence that promotes 
success for the teacher, her students, and the larger school community. Ms. Cowhey is an 
excellent white multicultural educator and ally. This critical ethnography includes 
findings from data collected over a full school year of research. The teacher featured in 
this study retained her students as they looped from first to second grade, providing a rare 
opportunity for further research. It is a hopeful study with implications for teacher 
vi 
preparation programs, professional development and white teachers who want to gain the 
understanding and skills needed to respond to a changing demographic landscape and 
who are committed to social justice issues in education. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
What in particular makes an exceptionally effective teacher in the context of 
multiculturalism, transnationalism, and changing demographics worldwide? There is no 
consensus amongst scholars on what it means to be a “great” teacher. Most excellent 
teachers have been described as having good rapport with their students. Education is an 
essential field wherein social problems are addressed and teachers facilitate the social 
skills needed to be critical learners and participants in our world. 
In the sociopolitical context of global war and increasing violence in our schools 
fueled by ethnic tensions and an increased economic class divide, educational research 
that exhibits teachers who both critically examine the world and respond to the cultural 
and socioeconomic realities of their students must be pursued. Multicultural education 
becomes increasingly important as teachers face new demands in the context of the 
demographic shift. 
At the time this study is being conducted, there is tumultuous change in the 
political landscape both globally and locally. It would be easy to become cynical and 
despondent in these times, and yet this study offers hope for teachers interested in social 
transformation if we embrace the classroom as a potential locus for revolutionary praxis 
and social change in Freirian terms. We are at a crossroads where technology and 
rampant capitalist expansion in the name of globalization could propel us into a present 
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and future of increased racial and ethnic tensions and class divide. The National Security 
Act, the dismantling of Affirmative Action, and the reformation and disintegration of the 
Welfare state, (excepting subsidies for large corporations) have devastated the poor 
communities and specifically communities of color. 
For me hope is inherent in the classroom. The potential for human decency, 
equity, high academic standards and access for all lies in the hands of teachers and 
empowered students. The study unveils the process whereby a white teacher discovers 
and practices critical pedagogy as a subversive act and a positive, 1 dare say, 
revolutionary act in the face of political tyranny. 
Purpose of the Study 
Hope for transformation lies in the classroom. I will explore critical ethnography 
as a qualitative tool of inquiry and the discourse of education in the context of 
democracy. I will examine some contemporary perspectives on the purpose of schooling. 
I will also define terms such as; culture, power, literacy, language, reading, multicultural 
education and critical pedagogy in chapter two in order to contextualize the main 
participant, the teacher’s narrative and praxis. I will identify and critique my own 
subjectivity as it permeated through my participant observation, as well as it created 
limitations and how I negotiate those limitations of the study. The main subject of this 
study is a white educator who converted from political grassroots organizer to elementary 
school teacher. As a graduate student and teacher researcher, I had previously been a 
political grassroots organizer. 
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Significance of the Study 
The study is significant in many ways. It provides an opportunity to explore good 
teaching. The teacher empowers and is empowered by her students who think of 
themselves as critical citizens of a democratic classroom and larger world. Ms. Cowhey 
takes the students into the larger community to act as participants who both read and act 
on their world. Thus she demonstrates how social action and transformation are not the 
flipside of a conservative political agenda, but rather a layered approach that embraces 
multiple perspectives and affirms diversity as essential to a sustainable classroom 
environment and larger world. 
Rationale 
I am the single mother of an eleven-year-old boy who self-identifies as African 
American and who in actuality is multiracial including Black, White and American 
Indian racial heritage. My early, middle and high school experiences as well as his direct 
and subtle personal encounters with individual, group and societal racism as well as those 
of my own childhood greatly influence my research. In a positive rather than bitter sense, 
I am committed to healing myself by seeking out and identifying teachers with excellent 
practices. Specifically, I am looking at teachers who are informed by a multicultural 
approach including critical pedagogy, and who take an active antiracist stance essential to 
creating inclusive and equitable learning environments for an increasingly diverse student 
population. 
Antiracism is an increasingly imperative characteristic or value that must inform 
the proficiency and praxis of pre-service as well as in-service teachers. Teachers will 
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need to have new tools, resources and support from researchers. These include models 
from case studies and critical ethnographic accounts of teachers who are affirming, 
reflective, aware and conscious of their own personal racial, ethnic, socio-economic, 
gender and sexual orientation, and how their self-awareness and that of others contributes 
to the efficacy of their teaching and student achievement. It is also important to recognize 
identity as fluid and mutable so that labeling, stereotyping and prejudice can be reduced 
(El-Bisi, 2006). 
Identifying the attributes and characteristics of teachers and the affirmation of 
their diversity is important. It is also important to “affirm diversity” as Nieto (2000, 
2004) suggests because as our society goes through demographic changes we must learn 
to respect ourselves and more fully know ourselves as democratic citizens who are not 
teaching or living in an apolitical vacuum. Rather, we live in a complex and rapidly 
changing global world in which we have a choice to participate, socially, politically and 
economically. Global capitalism, our own current economic system, has a history of 
exploitation as its means for economic gain and national productivity for a select few. 
Education however can be a means by which we change accordingly the unfair practices 
that lead us to distortions of our constitutional goals as a democratic nation that is 
fundamentally written with social justice as its intended mission (El-Bisi, 2007). 
Our constitution is based upon principles of equity and justice for the community, 
including fair and equal participation in decision-making processes of social government. 
Many students do not receive education about the origins of democracy and are left out of 
the process in their own schools and communities. 
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In a changing world, where boundaries and borders are both dissolving and being 
constructed, there is a greater need for intercultural communication, and understanding of 
the new discourses around multiethnicity, multiracial, and transnational communities. 
These “new” communities are characterized by hybridity and ambiguity, and challenge 
and threaten current systems of classification and categorization that characterize the 
social stratification of our nation that are often reproduced and reflected by our schools. 
In the wake of cultural essentialism and categorization, there is a need for bridges 
between theory and practice, professional development and research opportunities for 
teachers based on contemporary teaching practices that demonstrate excellent navigation 
of these social and political challenges (El-Bisi, 2007). 
Diversity is essential to growth from an ecological perspective. So, while 
understanding the common ground we share as human beings we can not overlook the 
work that we have to do and the choices we can make as educators to appreciate, respect 
and affirm multiple perspectives that arise from a diverse human eco-system. With 
escalating world violence this is one part of an antiracist agenda and/or a goal for non¬ 
violence and peace (El-Bisi, 2007). 
Personal Background 
When my son began his schooling in pre-school he experienced social and racial 
exclusion by blonde blue-eyed peers who said that he couldn’t play with them because he 
had brown skin, eyes and hair, and that his hair was curly. He came home daily with 
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stories of being punched in the stomach and wishing he had blond hair and blue eyes. 
This was shocking to me as a young parent myself, especially because I had recently lost 
both of my own parents, who were denied a marriage license in three states in the mid¬ 
west in the early fifties due to miscegenation laws. It also triggered my early memories of 
a move during second grade from a somewhat diverse suburban Washington, D.C. town 
to a rural working class all-white factory town in the North East where I was repeatedly 
racially abused by some peers and some teachers. 
I assumed, wrongly, that in an academic and progressive area where my son and I 
lived in graduate family housing that he would not be subjected to such dramatically 
similar experiences. I discussed these painful issues with my academic advisor Dr. Sonia 
Nieto. I also shared my concerns about the gap between theories I was exposed to in the 
Language, Literacy and Culture program and the teaching practices in local elementary 
schools. Specifically I noticed gaps between critical pedagogy, critical literacy and 
multicultural education as defined by Nieto, (1999, 2000, 2005) and classroom teachers 
who held misconceptions about the true theoretical nature of multicultural education and 
who sometimes demonstrated staunch rejection of that field. 
I conveyed to her my fears regarding Elijah’s academic experiences and the gap 
between theory and practice, and my grave doubts about whether or not any hope existed 
within the public schooling system. I made the decision to pull my then six year old first 
grader out of his classroom at an elementary school where he was coming home 
depressed and feeling “stupid” on a daily basis. I spoke at length about these series of 
personal events with colleagues, mentors and school officials, and, ultimately, with the 
Superintendent of schools. These talks and events are all a part of the great transcendence 
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Elijah and I made from doubt, fear, pain, and hopelessness to hope and transformation 
once I engaged in my critical ethnographic research. It leaves me hopeful and re¬ 
committed to an effort to share this information both as an inspiration and validation to 
countless students, their families and teachers who have suffered similar experiences. 
The process of transferring my son from his oppressive classroom took five weeks 
in its entirety. During that time I looked into home schooling, devoured books by John 
Taylor Gatto, and most significantly observed sixteen different private and public school 
first grade classrooms around the district. My son was eventually placed in a public 
school first grade with a relatively new teacher that I did not choose. He was placed in 
accord with the number of available positions within the class. 
I was learning in my doctoral program about home-school continuity, language 
use by primarily white middle and upper middle class teachers. In particular, I learned 
from reading the work of Shirley Brice-Heath, Wavs With Words, (1983) and her study 
of the “Trackton” community as well as by reading a book by Julie Landsman called A 
White Teacher Talks About Race, (2001). 
The Trackton Community study by Brice-Heath illuminated for an entire 
population of typically white and middle class teachers the concept of different language 
patterns in the homes of predominantly working and/or underclass African-American 
students and their fellow white and middle class peers. The differences were primarily 
that teachers were using interrogative commands to make requests of their students (a 
familiar pattern for white and middle class students). Some African-American students 
would blankly stare at their teachers out of confusion resulting from their being 
unaccustomed to being “asked” to do something rather than “told” to do something. This 
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resulted in the teachers’ misconceptions around their African-American students’ abilities 
and behavior. They reported that they were rebellious, and in need of special education. 
In A White Teacher Talks About Race. (2001) Julie Landsman recounts her 
personal and professional experiences as a teacher working with a diverse student 
community. Both authors and their work demonstrate that there are committed white 
educational researchers and white teachers who excel with both teachers of color and 
students of color. 
I was surprised, reinvigorated, and inquisitive again after discovering that some 
teachers understood these home and school cultural variances and made strides toward 
leveling a playing field in their classroom that might be radically disproportionate in their 
respective communities. In addition Elijah was experiencing a one hundred and eighty 
degree shift in his outlook toward school and his new teacher’s highly favorable response 
to him in his new school environment. Elijah began to experience joy, confidence, and 
enthusiasm for learning in his new school with his new teacher who was young, white 
and presumably middle class. 
Elijah’s new teacher appeared to be using what Brice-Heath described as directive 
rather than interrogative commands. The structure and high academic standards of her 
classroom made me want to conduct research in her classroom. She was the first white 
teacher that I observed being “direct.” Because my son attended this school, it was a 
conflict of interest for me to study her classroom. Not giving up, but discouraged, I 
followed my advisor’s suggestion to meet with Mary Cowhey. She believed that based 
upon my initial research interests and questions, and my experiences both personally and 
professionally that Ms. Cowhey and I might collaborate well together. 
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I began to see that there were excellent teachers who were practicing critical 
pedagogy. I began to observe teachers who implemented critical multicultural education 
in public schools. Mary did this despite the national political trend toward a more 
authoritarian, banking model of education driven by “high stakes testing” and the No 
Child Left Behind Act. 
Theoretical Underpinnings 
The study uses what I have termed critical intertextuality. It pushes the 
boundaries of theoretical areas gleaned from the social sciences. Because it is not 
contained or defined within classroom phenomena or the school itself, critical 
intertextuality opens up an entire area for further research and inquiry in many fields 
beyond teacher education. Critical intertextuality as I will define it and explore its 
significance can be applied by teacher educators, sociologists and anthropologists who 
can join in dialogue around syntheses of ideas and approaches to global scale problems. 
The main addition that critical intertextuality (El-Bisi, 2006) contributes is the 
theorizing of action as it is demonstrated by committed teachers and students to larger 
projects of social justice and liberation. It is my hope that by sharing this study with 
academicians in the fields of Multicultural Education, Language and Literacy, we might 
continue to forge collaborative efforts and conversations about the meaning and uses of 
intertextuality earlier coined and defined by (Kristeva, 1986) as derived from (Bahktin, 
1981). In quoting Kinchloe and Me Laren Carspeken defines reading critically this way; 
We are defining criticalist as a researcher or theorist who attempts to use 
her or his work as a form of social or cultural criticism and who accepts 
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certain basic assumptions: that all thought is fundamentally mediated by 
power relations which are socially and historically constituted; that facts 
can never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from some 
form of ideological inscription; that the relationship between concept and 
object and signifier and signified is never stable or fixed and is often 
mediated by the social relations of capitalist production and consumption; 
that language is central to the formation of subjectivity (conscious and 
unconscious awareness); that certain groups in any society are privileged 
over others and, although the reasons for this privileging may vary widely, 
the oppression which characterizes contemporary societies is most 
forcefully reproduced when subordinates accept their social status as 
natural, necessary or inevitable; that oppression has many faces and that 
focusing on only one at the expense of others (e.g. class oppression versus 
racism) often elides the interrconnections among them; and finally that 
mainstream research practices are generally, although most often 
unwittingly, implicated in the reproduction of systems of class, race and 
gender oppression. (Carspecken, 1996, p.4) 
Intertextuality, a term coined by Kristeva, (1986) and derived from sociolinguistic 
lenses on writing reflected in the work of Bakhtin, (1981) and is “grounded in a broader 
view of social interaction as a linguistic process”. Intertextuality can be briefly defined as 
the forging of relationships between the teacher, the learners, the texts, and the world. 
Lemke, and Short, (1992, p. 308) 
When we examine a literacy event in a traditional classroom using Bloome & 
Egan-Robertson’s interpretation of intertextuality, we get the social construction of 
intertextuality, or meaning making and connections embedded in the conversation. 
Context is emphasized, and the conversation or literacy event is somewhat confined to 
the classroom. (1993) 
I am interested in examining intertextuality as a research strategy that extends 
beyond focusing on the student, text, or teacher. From this perspective intertextuality is a 
platform from where the teacher can initiate dialogue that often results in an activity 
where students engage critically with the community and larger world. 
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My interest in intertextuality builds upon other interpretations within the field of 
education such as how it is defined by Bloome and Egan-Robertson in their article. The 
Social Construction of Intertextuality in Classroom Reading and Writing Lessons, from 
Reading Research Quarterly, as 
not an inherent attribute of a literary text...Rather, whatever intertextuality 
exists depends on the connections made by the reader. The reader may 
make connections between one or more aspects of the text and other literary 
texts that she or he has read...our view of intertextuality is grounded in a 
broader view of social interaction as a linguistic process... What 
Fairclough’s view of intertextuality adds to social semiotic views is an 
analysis of how power relationships (among people, between institutions 
and people, etc.) are instantiated, maintained, and changed. Bloome & 
Egan-Robertson, (1993, p.307&308). 
For our purposes text includes and is not limited to literal examples such as 
books, journals, students’ writings and newspaper articles. Text also includes personal 
experiences, family stories, and events as they occur within a larger representation of the 
world. Similarly to James Gee’s discussion of discourse, specifically “big D” and “little 
d”, “text’’ can also be discussed both on a micro and macro level, meaning that it 
represents the world and how that world is mediated and/or negotiated through language 
and power dynamics. 
Critical intertextuality reveals to teachers practical skill sets and reflective tools 
for the classroom. It offers researchers new landscapes and opportunities for observing 
social action as part of a critical intertextual classroom teaching practice and learning 
experience. By action I mean specific activities and/or suggestions made by the students 
and/or the teacher to extend their comprehension of literacy and their participation in 
literacy events to include the broader community both locally and globally. 
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The combination of critical, intertextuality, action and literacy, accomplishes the 
following: 
1. It creates an extension of the definition of intertextuality beyond the field of 
sociolinguistics including the by educational researchers. 
2. It includes critical pedagogy as a crucial element for “best practices and 
excellent teaching.” 
3. It has as a core value teaching for social change and social justice. 
It illustrates clearly how a strategy for reading comprehension can morph into a practice 
that introduces elementary aged students to critical pedagogy and how to act on the world 
that they are reading, based on the contributions of Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo 
(El-Bisi, 2007). 
Description of the Study 
“Ms. Cowhey, I have a text to self connection !”-Gabriella, first grader, is a critical 
ethnographic account of a highly “successful and nationally visible white teacher, and her 
first grade students who named themselves the Peace Class during the autumn of 2002 
when the United States declared war on Iraq. The study examines the teacher’s use of 
critical pedagogy as it relates to Freirian concepts of dialogue and revolution, critical 
intertextuality as I call it, and the academic achievement and agency of her students. The 
study makes use of multicultural education, and critical race theory. 
The teacher, who is the main participant of this study, is committed to issues of 
equity and academic excellence. She is engaged in an interest convergence that promotes 
success for the teacher, her students, and the larger school community. Briefly, interest 
convergence is an idea presented by Derrick Bell in the field of Critical Race Theory that 
revisits the decision Brown versus the Board of Education, suggesting that whites only 
engage in decision making around social justice for people of color when they themselves 
stand to gain. (Delgado and Stefanic, 2001). I am suggesting that Mary Cowhey is a 
white educator without ulterior motives as described by Bell as cited in Crenshaw, 
Gotanda, Peller and Thomas (2001, pp.20-26). 
Ms. Cowhey is an excellent multicultural educator. This critical ethnography 
includes findings from data collected over an entire school year of research. The teacher 
featured in this study retained her students as they looped from first to second grade, 
providing a rare opportunity for further research. It is a hopefui study with implications 
for teacher preparation programs, professional development and white teachers who want 
to gain the understanding and skills needed to respond to a changing demographic 
landscape and who are committed to social justice issues in education and it adds to the 
research on what constitutes good teaching. 
Main Subiect/Participants 
The participants included Mary Cowhey as the main subject, and her sixteen first 
graders who made up “The Peace Class” as they had democratically named themselves. 
There were six students of color, and ten white students. The gender breaks down to five 
girls, and eleven boys. As the researcher I was a participant observer. 
I met Mary Cowhey in August of 2002. We immediately began our work 
together, both individually and cooperatively. She received the prestigious Milken 
National Teaching Award for excellent teaching and in 2006 released her book, Black 
Ants and Buhddism; Critical Pedagogy and Young Children. In the book Mary explains 
her teaching strategies. She makes use of narratives from her classroom that depict 
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among many things discussing tough subjects with her first graders such as War, death, 
family diversity including adoption, gay and/or lesbian families and homelessness. The 
title reflects a moral dilemma concerning ants “invading the classroom”. This decision 
making process was based upon many different socio-cultural, ethnic and spiritual 
backgrounds of her students. Underlying her book is using critical pedagogy or 
questioning, reflection and mutual respect and social responsibility. 
In May of 2006,1 successfully defended my oral comprehensive exams and the 
idea of critical intertextuality. 
Setting 
The study took place at The King St. Elementary School, in a first grade 
multicultural classroom, in a small city in Western MA. I spent approximately six hours a 
day collecting data for two days a week for the first twelve weeks. As I narrowed my 
focus, I switched to approximately three hours a day for two days a week. I remained 
flexible however and as extracurricular activities within this extensive community 
emerged I would make all attempts to participate. For example, early after gaining access, 
I started attending beginning of the school year activities including a community potluck 
dinner, a peace walk, and a walk to a local marsh. These special events acquainted me 
with the setting, and familiarized me with the teacher and students. There were additional 
hours spent at the site. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
During the first year of the study my time spent at the site averaged about one to 
two hours per day for two days a week. The data collection process involved taking 
copious field notes, writing in the margins of those notes, after reflecting and marking 
them with theoretical references. It also meant collecting videotaped footage on a regular 
basis, and later transferring the tapes to mini tapes so that I could download that footage 
onto I-movie and Final Cut Pro software programs to sort, select, and transcribe footage. 
I was also compiling images and video sequences to use in a short (fifteen- minute video) 
to play for parents and students at the end of the year potluck dinner. This took 
approximately 80 hours to complete. 
My role as a researcher changed from observer to participant observer, and I was 
an observer, a videographer, a teacher, a teacher’s aide, an assistant cook, a photographer, 
and an interviewer. I feel close to my main subject and have established what feels like a 
collaborative trusting relationship with her. The students warmed up to me, but it was a 
very different role than that of teacher. For example, they came to me for help, asked me 
to tie their laces, and asked me lots of questions about the video camera on days when 
they noticed it. I let them examine it, and encouraged them to try to use it. On many 
occasions I was able to help resolve conflicts. 
It was fascinating to experience the range of feelings that came up for me while 
doing ethnography. I sometimes felt like a spy and an outsider, and then at others I felt 
like a valued member of this classroom community. It has been an excellent exercise in 
establishing appropriate boundaries, and yet it is always a struggle to know when to just 
relax and join a class, momentarily letting go and having fun, or step further away to gain 
a vantage point for a research perspective in particular situations. 
I was fortunate to acquire broad ranging access that included consent from parents 
of the students to observe, audio-tape, videotape, and interview their children, and to use 
these observations, and data in written publications that result from this study. I have 
also received consent from the teacher to observe, audio-tape, videotape and quote her for 
the same purposes. 
Thus far, I have written extensive and extremely detailed field notes that comprise 
my field log notebooks. I have videotaped and have approximately eight hours of footage 
of lessons, and three hours of in-depth interviews on tape of the teacher. I conducted an 
in-depth interview of her favorite educator and mentor Sonia Nieto. 
I followed Carspecken’s critical ethnographic methods in what he defines as a 
critical moment. A critical moment occurs on a micro level of observation and analysis. 
For example; while Mary was reading to her students on the rug, a student who I call 
Gabriella raised her hand and exclaimed, “Ms. Cowhey! I have a text-to-world 
connection!” In this moment several things were occurring. 
1.1 never heard a first grader use that language before, so I had to investigate the 
origins of the phrase. 
2.1 noticed that Mary, the teacher, allowed her students to interrupt and discuss 
their connections with the material being read as they were making them. 
3.Often, the discussions were rich and led to student initiated activities following 
the read aloud. For example; a student might make a suggestion to “write a letter 
to the Mayor” or write a book of their own about the topic of war as they were 
making meaning of the recent declaration of war on Iraq. 
The expression “I have a text-to-self/text/world connection comes from a reading 
scaffolding technique developed by Ellen Keene and Ann Zimmerman for their book. 
Mosaic of Thought, (1997). However, after observing its use in other classrooms and 
talking with other reading teachers about the technique, I discovered that not all 
elementary teachers were implementing this strategy in the same way as my main 
subject/participant, Mary Cowhey. That became my chosen focal point or “critical 
moment” to observe, investigate and describe for many weeks. I noticed that all of the 
theoretical and practical tenets of multicultural education converge, and become visible, 
in this critical moment that I later expound upon and define as critical intertextuality. I 
used intertextuality, multicultural education and critical pedagogy to analyze the data. I 
noticed that there are circles and layers to the study that are open to analysis from other 
theoretical perspectives such as Discourse Analysis. 
Limitations of the Study 
My limitations as a researcher would include and be best described as my 
subjective bias as a critical educator and researcher. Because I share many of my 
subject’s political ideologies and approaches to teaching, it has been most difficult to let a 
story unfold rather than to use the data to support my political agenda in education. I have 
been able to successfully step back and try to learn something new, and remain open 
enough to perhaps see some contradictions. I have invited colleagues and mentors to read 
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my observations. They have critiqued my work over time. I have also presented my 
work at conferences and solicited and applied critiques of my observations. 
Conclusions and Recommendations for Further Research 
For my conclusions I will examine the analyses that can lead to statements about 
Ms Cowhey’s abilities as a teacher to involve her students in critical literacy and critical 
pedagogy, as participants in the larger community and in social activism. I will seek to 
draw conclusions about her strategies for empowering students as learners in the 
classroom as well as the world beyond. 1 will discuss how assumptions can be tested 
about what qualifications researchers require who are “outsiders” and if they can, 
nevertheless, become “insiders” as teachers. I will also try to form some conclusions 
about the pedagogical tools that may or may not be helpful in instructing children in the 
curriculum of social justice, critical literacy, and critical intertextuality. For example, I 
will highlight a strategy from Mosaic of Thought as a lens and practical way for teachers 
to use and understand critical intertextuality. 
I expect to add more recommendations for further research. Some that spring to 
mind are analyzing the teacher’s discourse with me shifted in different locations and 
contexts. Looking at the discourse being displayed by the teacher and her interactions 
with her students during literacy events (Street, 1992) in the classroom could yield 
interesting data. Ethnography of communications (Hymes, 1992) can provide a model to 
use for some of the analysis for classroom discourse, and for the micro analysis of the 
critical moment. Another study might explore how the teacher positions herself as an 
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activist in the classroom further exploring what she means when she says, “I want to 
change the world” (Cowhey, 2002). 
CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: CRITICAL PEDAGOGY, INTERTEXTUALITY 
AND MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION 
Introduction 
In this chapter, selected literature in the fields of intertextuality, critical pedagogy, 
and multicultural education is reviewed to support ongoing research documenting the 
practices of a highly successful teacher hereafter called Ms. Cowhey, who makes use of 
critical pedagogy and multicultural education in her classroom practice. Paulo Freire is 
highlighted briefly as a centripetal force that influences her teaching practice. Her 
previous life experiences as a political organizer also greatly reflect Freirian ideology. I 
will relate his ideas about dialogue and the power of literacy as it relates to notions of 
love and revolution. Specifically, his ideas are a common thread to the discussion of Ms. 
Cowhey, her pedagogy, and the literature under review. 
In a critical ethnographic pilot study of her first grade classroom conducted in 
2002-2003 (El-Bisi, 2002), I observed Ms. Cowhey’s use of a reading strategy called 
text-self, text-text, and text-world connections, described by Keene and Zimmerman 
(1997). This process introduces students to a scaffolding technique for better reading 
comprehension. The illustrators of this reading comprehension strategy describe it as 
grounded theoretically in schema theory, specifically applying prior knowledge to 
reading. I am suggesting that it also has underpinnings in the social construction of 
intertextuality (Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993). The term intertexuality (Kristeva, 
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1986) has its origins in sociolinguistics and was appropriated by educators to mean the 
multiple ways that texts are mediated and negotiated through student/teacher interactions 
(Short, 1992). 
This particular use of intertextuality is important to me because of the patterns 
that emerged during the “read-aloud” period in Ms. Cowhey’s classroom. What is unique 
about this teacher is that she encourages students to interact with texts during read- 
alouds, building on the scaffolding theory for reading comprehension as delineated by 
Keene and Zimmerman, (1997). I am interested in the use of intertextuality as a tool for 
analyzing teacher practices that, in a Freirian sense, create the dialogic relationships that 
fit Nieto's (2004) definition of multicultural education. These practices result in a 
classroom community based on principles of multicultural education (Nieto, 1999) as 
guided by social justice, critical pedagogy, agency, and empowerment (Freire, 1975, 
1993; Nieto, 1999; Giroux, 1988, 1997; Banks & Banks, 2004; Sleeter, 2004; 
Me Laren, 1997). 
Agency is a term that is echoed throughout the literature in both multicultural 
education and critical pedagogy. Giroux refers to agency as an elemental force and result 
of empowerment. He states that “power and agency are attributes almost exclusively of 
the dominant classes and the institutions they control’’ (Giroux, 1997, p.71). As a result of 
student/teacher intertextual relationships, and Ms. Cowhey’s use of the intertextual space, 
or what has been referred to as the third space (Guttierez, 1995), students are empowered 
to make choices about their activities, level of participation, and actions they take related 
to their learning. They are empowered by and through a series of dialogic exchanges with 
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their teacher and one another as well as with texts (both the literal texts used during the 
read-aloud, as well as the world as a macro text). 
Agency is a concept that I am redefining and repositioning through the lens of 
intertextuality as seen from a multicultural education perspective. By extending the 
interpretations of intertextuality to include agency, and then by using it as a tool within 
the multicultural education framework, we can accomplish the goals as outlined by Nieto 
(2004) more easily. Those goals include challenging and rejecting racism, having 
multicultural education that permeates the school curriculum and using critical pedagogy. 
Agency describes the process of connecting spaces within texts and the world, and as a 
precursor to action. I am particularly interested in exploring the additional space where 
students take actions to reposition themselves as critical participants acting on their world 
(Freire, 1977). 
The following is a short excerpt from a transcript collected during the 
aforementioned ethnographic study (El-Bisi, 2002), as it illustrates briefly a suggestion 
for action by a student as part of text to world connections made during a nutrition lesson. 
Boy 1: “Hey, they lied!” (in reaction to the list of ingredients on the box of 
cereal bars during a nutrition lesson).“They say on the front of the box, 
‘no sugar added!’ and right here in the list of ingredients it says 32 grams 
of sugar!” 
Teacher: “What can we do about it?” 
Girl 1: “I know, let’s write a letter to the government!” 
To summarize, the literature under review includes a discussion and interpretation 
of intertextuality as it has been appropriated within the field of education. It also 
examines critical pedagogy and multicultural education, selecting particular theories and 
theorists within those respective fields to support both the previous study (El-Bisi, 2002), 
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and future research, and to contextualize the discussion of intertextuality as it relates to 
these fields. 
Intertextuality 
This section on intertextuality references the work of Paulo Freire, whose 
theoretical contributions insist on the importance and implications of the word and the 
power of reading. According to Friere, learning to read is a political act (1987), and is a 
means toward making decisions, sharing power, and having access to the political 
process. Friere recognized this and best demonstrated the power of literacy as a 
mechanism for political participation and resistance. 
Ms. Cowhey also recognizes that reading is empowering, and opens the door for 
her students to comment and act on their world both in and out of school. She supports 
their active involvement with the reading process and models the use of writing for 
creating change, such as writing a class letter to the Mayor to request a meeting to discuss 
the nutritional value of the school breakfast. Reading, as a necessary step toward 
democratic participation, is one way that Ms. Cowhey’s teaching reflects the same 
approach to literacy as Freire. 
Ms. Cowhey, and Freire, and their shared vision of literacy as a tool for 
empowerment, are relative to the discussion of intertextuality because intertextuality is a 
theoretical domain from which researchers can observe the manifestation of 
empowerment. Based upon decisions made by the readers themselves, as response to text, 
or in relationship to text, whether that is actual text, or text as a representation of the 
larger world, readers and teachers engage in intertextual relationships. Those decisions 
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and intertextual relationships affect the world as they act upon it, and both learners and 
teachers are empowered themselves as they exercise freedom to act (El-Bisi, 2006). 
There are many existing definitions of intertextuality. The term (Kristeva, 1986), 
originated with text analysis (O’ Donnel & Davis, 1989), as located in the reader 
(Beaugrande, 1980; Kristeva, 1986), or as a socially constructed relationship between 
people and texts (Bloome & Egan Robertson, 1993). It is primarily a term with roots in 
sociolinguistics and embedded in language and literacy research. Intertextuality, while 
not new, is being examined and imported into the field of education for use in theorizing 
curriculum and pedagogy (Bloome, 1992). 
Intertextuality is the analysis of the interactions and interrelationships between 
teachers, students, and texts. Short (1992) discusses intertextuality as a “central process 
of meaning making through connections across present and past texts constructed from a 
wide variety of life experiences ...[viewing intertextuality] as a metaphor for learning” 
(Short 1992, p. 315). Most significantly. Short says researchers need to evaluate and 
explore intertextuality in the context of collaborative classrooms, and classrooms where 
students have a high degree of participation and decision making, such as in Ms. 
Cowhey’s classroom. By researching intertextuality in these contexts, we can better 
develop an educational theory of intertextuality. I add that to make use of it as an 
investigative tool helps researchers concerned with social justice theorize within the field 
of multicultural education. The bottom line is to more effectively understand student 
learning and learning environments (Short, 1992). 
Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) contribute the importance of the 
sociopolitical context of those connections made between teachers, their students, and 
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their communities. They identify the text within that context and see it as a lens through 
which the teacher and students both create meaning and situate their learning. They 
discuss the subjective realities of all participants in dialogue as mediated through their 
intertextual relationships. 
According to Bloome (1992) intertextuality has many roles in research. For 
instance, it challenges and changes current definitions and practices of reading, writing 
and language. It also highlights the significance of the interactions between learners and 
texts as located in an historically dynamic and culturally fluid landscape that is constantly 
undergoing political and social change and revision. Bloome regards learners as the 
social revisionists and creators of their own texts in relationship to others, and their 
shared world. Furthermore, he discusses the fluidity and hybridity of meanings and 
definitions of intertextuality which are dependent on the context and social variables 
involved for the researcher using the term. According to him, intertextuality: 
depends less on the dictionary and on authority than on where that word is 
located among texts, histories, events, discourses, people, and social 
events, and that meaning, significance, and consequence[s] of any word 
[are] always changing and always open to being contested (Bloome, 1992, 
p. 255). 
Lemke (1992) discusses patterns of intertextuality asking that scholarship identify 
and classify data generated in classrooms according to the contextual and social patterns 
and practices that are generated within, among, and beyond communities. He discusses 
primarily the fact that educational research generates data in the form of transcripts and 
interviews and that these words are organized and analyzed according to various 
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interpretations and systems of classification. He is suggesting that it is the dialogue that 
can ensue, and is critical to observe. 
A great deal more than simply the co-actional relations of those texts...we 
need to understand the relationships...among the sorts of social- 
interactional stances and evaluative points of view being constructed in 
and by them (Lemke, 1992, p. 261). 
As previously mentioned in the introduction, the term intertextuality was coined 
by Julia Kristeva in the 1960’s and was predicated by earlier work of Bahktin, (1986) and 
Foucault (1972). Kristeva’s primary contribution was her discussion of history as 
embedded in text. She also discussed text in history, stating, “historicity and the interplay 
between text and past, text in the present, and the implication of text for future social 
transformation, is located in the interactions, production, and reproduction of texts” 
(Kristeva in Fairclough, 1992, p. 270). Herein lie seeds for social transformation and 
again, the notion of text as promoting agency. 
Fairclough (1992) has illustrated the ways that turn taking in conversation operate 
on what Kristeva has called horizontal and vertical dimensions of intertextual space. 
Dialogue takes place on the horizontal axis while the intertextual relationships that are 
occurring between texts themselves occupy the vertical axis. What Kristeva and 
Fairclough do not comment about is the point of intersection of these axes, and how 
rather than a perpendicular relationship where they meet in one point, there can be 
multiple vertical and horizontal axes meeting in intertextual space simultaneously. From 
any given point at any given time, a turn at talk can sponsor an action as illustrated earlier 
in the transcript excerpt from the nutrition lesson in Ms. Cowhey’s classroom. 
26 
Consequently, I am mostly interested in the use of intertextuality as a tool for 
analyzing teacher pedagogy and practices that create dialogue among students and their 
teachers to promote agency that precipitates actions. Action includes writing in a journal 
following a readaloud, writing a letter to a community member outside of the classroom, 
or delivering food to a food bank rather than leaving it in boxes by the office to be 
delivered by an individual who the student never sees. Action includes a huge list of 
activities and the potential for learning activities that can and often do impact the 
surrounding community beyond the classroom and school itself. 
Critical Pedagogy and Multicultural Education 
In what follows, I will review some of the literature in the fields of multicultural 
education and critical pedagogy, sometimes overlapping in instances where it is 
appropriate. Scholars in the field of multicultural education can be placed across a broad 
spectrum that has roots in moderate, to liberal, to liberal left, to far-left politics. Across 
this spectrum are variances in the approach and definitions of multicultural education. 
The scholars that I focus on in the review of literature tend to fall to the moderately left to 
the radical left on the political spectrum. These scholars embrace the ideology that 
includes a more vigorous analysis of race, class, and gender, or so-called intersectionality 
(Banks & Banks, 2004). 
For the purposes of this review, I will focus on some contributors to the field 
concerned primarily with knowledge construction and critical studies. These include 
Banks and Banks, (2004), and particularly the work by Nieto (2004), and Me Laren 
(1998). 
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I am also interested in theorists within the field who identify teachers as 
practitioners who embrace a vision of social transformation, meaning that they engage in 
scholarly research and praxis that reflect critical examination of how power and 
oppression are reified within the educational institution. I consider research and 
scholarship that create understanding and opportunity for enlightenment by working 
constructively for hope and agency as discussed by Grant, Elsbree, and Fondrie (2004). 
Critical pedagogy is grounded in liberation movements and theories, and has as its 
foundational core values love, critique, transformation, empowerment, and an astute 
examination of social and cultural practices and capitalistic modes of production that 
underscore dehumanizing practices in all segments of society (Me Laren,1997). 
Nieto has written extensively about multicultural education as a means for 
achieving a just and democratic education for students who are institutionally 
marginalized. She defines multicultural education: 
within a sociopolitical context that through a process of 
reform... challenges and rejects racism and other forms of discrimination 
in schools and society and accepts and affirms the pluralism (ethnic, 
racial, linguistic, religious, economic, and gender, among others) that 
students, their communities, and teachers reflect. Multicultural education 
permeates the school’s curriculum and instructional strategies, as well as 
the interactions among teachers, students, and families, and the very way 
that schools conceptualize the nature of teaching and learning. Because it 
uses critical pedagogy as its underlying philosophy and focuses on 
knowledge, reflection, and action (praxis) as the basis for social change, 
multicultural education promotes democratic principles of social justice 
(Nieto, 2004, p. 346). 
In this currently conservative climate, discourse around difference or affirming 
diversity is seen as a “highly dangerous activity, threatening the fabric of our country” 
(National Association for Multicultural Education, 2003). In the interest of homeland 
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security and other fear-based nationalist political agendas, attacking the advances of the 
civil rights movement upon which the field of multicultural education is predicated, and 
denying the scholarly research in multicultural education is one way to maintain white 
homegeneity and racial dominance over political and social institutions. Some critics of 
multicultural education see affirming diversity and honoring difference as destabilizing a 
cohesive, mainstream, or Euro-Christian paradigm that undermines basic education 
(Stotsky,1999). 
According to Nieto (2004), however, the underlying premise guiding the theoretical 
drive of multicultural education is to provide educational curriculum that is culturally 
responsive, creating equitable and academically rigorous learning environments. She also 
discusses the idea that “all good education connects theory with reflection and action, 
which is what Paulo Freire defined as praxis ... preparing students for active membership 
in a democracy (Nieto, 2004, p. 355) requires reflective pedagogy and practice on the 
part of teachers and students. She reminds us that these curricular agendas should be 
neither prescriptive nor fixed. 
Nieto focuses a great deal of attention on teachers’ critical reflection (2005), and 
in particular how it informs teachers’ praxis and pedagogy. Critical multicultural 
education asks teachers and students to grapple with social issues and problems that 
permeate their lives. She further ascertains that framing multicultural education critically 
calls upon teachers to question their decisions regarding pedagogy and curriculum. If 
teachers are interested in transformation, then they must constantly reflect and question 
themselves and their practice, with special caution not to “make particular strategies. 
approaches, or even content prescriptive but rather to examine critically the environment 
in which those strategies and curriculum are played out” (Nieto, 1999, p. 108). 
Sleeter and Delgado and Bernal as sited in Banks and Banks (2004) state: 
over time as more and more people have taken up and used multicultural 
education, it has come to have an ever wider array of meanings. In the 
process, ironically (given its historical roots), a good deal of what occurs 
within the arena of multicultural education today does not address power 
relations critically, particularly racism (p.240). 
The authors continue to say that critical multiculturalism links the microdynamics of the 
school curriculum to larger issues of social relations outside the school. Similarly, they 
place race and the antiracist project in the foreground of research in multicultural 
education. According to Sleeter and Bernal, critical pedagogy theoretically develops 
several concepts including voice, power and culture, ideologically relative to 
multicultural education. They discuss four main implications of critical pedagogy for 
multicultural education: 
(a) conceptual tools for critical reflexivity; (b) an analysis of class, 
corporate power, and globalization; (c) an analysis of empowering 
pedagogical practices within the classroom; and (d) a deeper analysis of 
language and literacy than one finds generally in the multicultural 
education literature...a third potential implication of critical pedagogy for 
multicultural education is its examination of how power plays out in the 
classroom (Banks and Banks, 2004, p.240). 
Sleeter and Bernal have concisely laid out the relationship between critical 
pedagogy and multicultural education as stated above. The study of Ms.Cowhey and the 
Peace class, and the critical reflection of that study, coupled with this review of the 
literature address concerns and new directions for multicultural education. I will use the 
study as a guide to address more closely the connections between critical pedagogy, 
critical literacy, and multicultural education. In particular, my research addresses what 
Sleeter and Bernal implore in a chapter from the Handbook of Research on Multicultural 
Education (Banks and Banks, 2004) implore that “ a deeper analysis of language and 
literacy than one finds generally in the multicultural literature.” 
Conversations between and across the disciplines or fields discussed 
herein only strengthen those respective fields. In other words, Ms. Cowhey who draws on 
Nieto (1999, 2005) and Freire, (1987), uses a reading comprehension tool from a critical 
multicultural educational perspective. This provides a unique opportunity for researchers 
interested in critical literacy and language issues, to dialogue with researchers who have 
more pedagogical concerns within the field of multicultural education. These 
conversations can be more inclusive and have more practical applications to teacher 
preparation programs than separately focusing on only one issue at a time. 
Freire in Critical Pedagogy and Multicultural Education 
In the next section of the chapter I highlight the work of Paulo Freire. It is 
important to revisit this important theoretician, and to highlight some of his contributions 
and philosophies because I argue that revolution is a theoretical concept that in the 
absence of a political or physical revolution can be thought of ideologically. I also argue 
that in the context of a conservative political climate such as the one we are currently 
experiencing in the United States under President Bush, the classroom can be a site for 
revolutionary change. A classroom can provide space for young people to discover their 
voice, cultivate political awareness, develop a sense of agency, and begin to democratize 
their learning experiences in ways that echo Freirian philosophies and educational 
concepts. 
Freire writes about education as “an act of knowing and not of memorization... 
[and] literacy in particular as an act of knowing” (Friere, 1975, p.l), Learning is a process 
of creative and reflexive action. It is a means for constructing knowledge as opposed to 
rote learning and the memorization of dictated and fixed information. Freire is most well 
known for his literacy as a means for liberation in the third world and in particular in 
Brazil. As Joao da Veiga Coutinho ascertains: 
The situation which occasioned the Freire approach...is the emergence of 
the popular masses into the national political scene in the so-called 
‘underdeveloped’ countries, more precisely in Latin America...[the 
emergence of a Freirian approach] calls for a reappraisal of the meaning 
and methods of education....The thought of Paulo Freire finds its link with 
...the search for a definition and method of radical education...there is no 
neutral education... education is either for domestication or for freedom. A 
key role is therefore to be played by the revolutionary educator, whose 
task is to challenge both the students and the reality which is to be 
studied...This theoretical context may, however, degenerate into ideology, 
which is the opposite of dialogue. Ideology is doctrine or theory which is 
administratively preserved and transmitted. There is therefore a permanent 
need of dialogue for dismantling bureaucratic constructions and for 
preventing the entrenchment of vested interests (Freire, 1975, pp. v.-viii.). 
Freire’s spirit lives through all of those who feel his presence in their work. That 
includes students, teachers, and cultural workers who share a connection and sense of 
commitment and responsibility to the downtrodden, the suffering, the oppressed, and who 
love the oppressor enough to engage them in dialogue, reflection, hope and love. Freire 
infuses many scholars with a profound vision for liberation. Me Laren agrees, yet he also 
laments; “These days, it is far from fashionable to be a radical educator...[and] as critical 
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educators, we are faced, then, with a new sense of urgency in our fight to create social 
justice on a global scale...” (Me Laren, 1998, 435). 
I have interpreted from the literature that Freire’s philosophy includes a 
multidimensional approach to teaching and learning wherein the learner possesses a force 
that can either be empowered by a teacher and learning environment to act on the world, 
or can be disempowered and be acted upon by the world. 
Empowerment is both the purpose and the outcome of critical pedagogy, 
and empowerment is the other side of the coin of domination. That is, 
while power is implicated in both, in domination it is used to control, and 
in empowerment it is used to liberate....[G]iven the dreadful state of 
affairs of the education of bicultural students in the United States, 
becoming successful students is a necessary and essential component of 
empowerment, although it is an insufficient one. While it is safe to say 
that empowerment is a collective and social process, being academically 
successful and critical go hand in hand (Nieto, 1999, p. 105). 
In the literature in both critical pedagogy and multicultural education there are 
terms and issues that theorists in both fields are concerned with such as praxis, method, 
dialogue, and critique. It is helpful to return to original theorists such as Freire to better 
understand current directions in the field. Freire warns that believing that social activism 
alone is true revolution is a mistake because activism is not true action. True action 
consists of activism alongside a critical reflection of that action. If critical, people can 
organize their thinking and concept of reality to a higher state. He claims that thinking 
with the people is revolutionary. I posit that given the conservative political climate, 
including the state-controlled and mandated curriculum frameworks, a teacher who 
chooses to act and think and make decisions about curriculum with her students, is a 
revolutionary leader. Ms. Cowhey does not refer to herself as a revolutionary leader, nor 
33 
does she define her practice that way. I maintain once again, however, given the current 
political conditions and constraints that teachers face (their daily decisions, how they go 
about making their decisions, and how those decisions serve to empower their students or 
not in the public space of the classroom without borders) teachers are either 
revolutionaries or not (Freire, 1975). 
Theoretically speaking, the classroom of the modern public school can become 
the new revolutionary site for social change given Freire’s definition of teachers as 
cultural workers and change agents (Freire, 1975). If I look at the classroom as such a site 
and apply Foucault’s (1977) geographical metaphor for public spaces where power is 
allocated, shared, and mediated, then it becomes necessary to describe the classroom 
setting as a multicultural territory where: 
Multiculturalism becomes more than a critical referent for interrogating 
the racist representations and practices of the dominant culture, it also 
provides a space in which the criticism of cultural practices is inextricably 
linked to the production of cultural spaces marked by the formation of new 
identities and pedagogical practices that offers a powerful challenge to the 
racist, patriarchal, and sexist principles embedded in American society and 
schooling. (Giroux, 1997, pp.247- 248) 
In the Fall of 2002, national reform and state mandated curriculum frameworks 
straight-jacketed a teacher’s right to approach teaching and learning from a problem- 
posing perspective (Freire, 1993, p. 67). In the year two thousand and two, the National 
Association for Multicultural Education found stated that the years 2001 to the present 
have been characterized by the political right’s attack on education and specifically the 
No Child Left Behind Act. 
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Ms. Cowhey continued to use a Freirian problem posing approach in her 
classroom as well as maintaining morning meetings in Spanish twice a week in her 
classroom, after legislation was passed to overturn the law on the bilingual education act. 
While Freire wasn’t around at this time, his theories were very much alive in the Peace 
Class. 
In the context of the declaration of war on Iraq, and a resurgence of nationalism 
that occurred at this time in the United States, Ms. Cowhey’s teaching practice reflected a 
great deal of the kind of dialogue that Freire claimed as necessary for critical thought and 
democratic participation. Ms. Cowhey and the Peace class took an active and highly 
visible anti-war position against the war on Iraq. Her classroom community included a 
military family who participated in the peace activities as decided upon by the class. 
There was always room in conversation and different points of view to be shared. 
Support of military families was part of their commitment to peace both in the classroom 
and in the larger community. 
Ms. Cowhey was revolutionary as a teacher in Freirian terms. In her classroom, 
and in the larger community, given the sociopolitical context of her teaching during a war 
that caused great social and political divide, she continued to question and teach her 
students to question authority. Despite curricular initiatives mandated by the state to do 
the opposite, her classroom was rife with possibility for multiple perspectives. She won 
the Milken National Education Award the same year. She was both critical and highly 
successful within frameworks set forth by both the state and federal levels of government. 
Giroux states: 
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Central to the development of a radical pedagogy is a reformulation of this 
dualism between agency and structure, a reformulation that can make 
possible a critical interrogation of how human beings come together 
within historically specific social sites such as schools in order to both 
make and reproduce the conditions of their existence. Essential to this 
project is a fundamental concern with the question of how we can make 
schooling meaningful in order to make it critical, and how we can make it 
critical in order to make it emancipatory (Giroux, 1997, p.71). 
Giroux is well established in the field of critical pedagogy and is known for his 
development of the ideology that views and sustains teachers as intellectuals (Giroux, 
1983). He writes about the importance of the relationships between teacher practitioners 
and teacher researchers. Ideally, and what is perceived from the literature on critical 
pedagogy and in particular Giroux’s theory, is dialogue between the two fields, both 
academicians and practitioners, and moreover practitioners gaining access to theoretical 
knowledge and theorizing their own practice. He also calls for more participatory 
research on the part of academicians, and he emphasizes dialogue between them (Giroux, 
1997). 
The key word in the new revolution is dialogue in schools and among researchers 
across disciplines, and between researchers and their research participants. I believe that 
the dialogue and openness of researchers in centering teacher narratives in their work can 
serve the ideal of teaching as an intellectual act. Furthermore, Giroux is indicating that 
inherent to the act of teaching is intellectual activity. Nieto (2005) has best demonstrated 
the outcome of such collaborative efforts in scholarship within both the fields of 
multicultural education and critical pedagogy by highlighting and centering teacher 
narratives in her research (Nieto, 2003, 2005). 
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Teacher work as emancipatory and transformative and as an intellectual act relies 
on practices that question authority, deviate from prescribed teaching rituals that silence 
students and impose an artificial and technocratic division of labor. Essential to that end 
is a means of critique, reflection and action (Giroux, 1997, p. 103). 
The study of Ms. Cowhey (El-Bisi, 2002), and model collaborative classroom 
research efforts by Nieto (2003, 2005), and Solsken, Willet, Wilson-Keenan (2000), 
illustrate the above mentioned concepts that Giroux (1997) highlights as emancipation, 
liberation, and intellectualization of the teaching practice. His belief is that while these 
questioning and dialogic practices and concepts can be viewed as reactionary, that 
instead, educational researchers can begin to frame these intellectual acts as responsive 
and constructive in the name of hope. 
Conclusions 
In an in-depth interview I conducted during June of 2004 (El-Bisi, 2004), I asked 
Sonia Nieto, “what single word would you use to describe what motivates and guides 
your scholarship. The theme of loveand life’s work?” She replied, “love.” This word can 
be sentimentalized, or dismissed as remaining solely in an emotional domain and yet it is 
the single most important underlying force that drives the fields of critical pedagogy and 
multicultural education, as a verb, as a word describing action for social change, 
permeates both Freire’s and Nieto’s scholarship and life’s work. In Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, Freire writes; 
...love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is commitment to others. No 
matter where the oppressed are found, the act of love is commitment to 
their cause-the cause of liberation. And this commitment, because it is 
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loving, is dialogical. As an act of bravery, love cannot be sentimental; as 
an act of freedom, it must not serve as a pretext for manipulation. It must 
generate other acts of freedom; otherwise, it is not love. Only by 
abolishing the situation of oppression is it possible to restore the love 
which that situation made impossible. If I do not love the world-if I do not 
love life-if I do not love people-I cannot enter into dialogue (Freire, 1993, 
pp. 70-71). 
Multicultural education, specifically when connecting it to critical pedagogy and 
intertextuality, and referring to it more appropriately as critical multicultural education, is 
so much more than the “culture piece” of language, literacy, and culture. Agreeing with 
Nieto (1999-2005), I see it as incorporating many theoretical components into a discourse 
for teacher education and pedagogy that implores scholars in the fields concerned with 
only language issues, or only literacy concerns to examine the sociopolitical context for 
their research. Intertextuality is one piece that scholars in the field of multicultural 
education can use to both entice those camps into conversation, as well as use it to 
analyze data from their studies in a way that highlights academic achievement and social 
agency. Most importantly, I want to underscore the idea that what: 
sets Freire apart from most other leftist educators in this era of cynical 
reason is his unashamed stress on the importance and power of love. Love 
he claims, is the most crucial characteristic of dialogue and the 
constitutive force animating all pedagogies of liberation... Love, in this 
Freirian sense, becomes the oxygen of revolution, nourishing the blood of 
historical memory (Me Laren, 1999, p.53). 
Scholars committed to research in critical multicultural education, employing 
theories of critical pedagogy in our analyses of data and transcripts from classroom 
research, can benefit from weaving together language, literacy, and culture research. 
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Agency and action are essential goals of research in the field of critical 
multicultural education. As scholars we engage with projects that seek to transform 
inequity into equity, inaccessibility into access and praxis, fear into hope, racism into 
collective humanity, and nationalism and unity into diversity and sustainability. As 
researchers concerned with language and literacy familiarize themselves with critical 
multicultural education, and vice versa, we can easily see how intertextuality can become 
an important lens through which researchers can examine excellent teacher pedagogy and 
practices that create opportunities for their students to have agency and affect social 
transformation. When used in this way, I refer to it as critical intertextuality. 
As a researcher, I always keep in mind the sociopolitical context that Nieto (1999) 
implores us to consider. Tools for analysis that also hold practical value to teachers and 
their students, such as intertextuality, and the text-self, text, and world connections as 
highlighted by Keene and Zimmerman (1997) and used by Ms. Cowhey, are essential to 
notice and examine. Teaching practices in multicultural education that consider the 
innovative use of tools designed for other academic areas, should be considered as the 
time demands critical hope and transformation. Critical intertextuality as I am calling it 
would mean therefore the space that students use, along with the teacher, to act and 
reflect dialogically as an extension of the previously defined intertextual spaces that have 
not been examined through the lens of multicultural education, nor discussed in 
revolutionary terms. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
Approach 
I used a variety of methodological approaches to collect the data for the study. I 
used a qualitative perspective to form my approach. In a general sense what I mean by 
qualitative inquiry is that “it aims at understanding the meaning of human action 
(Schwandt, 2001, p. 213).’’ Characteristically, qualitative data is nonnumeric, and uses 
words. According to Schwandt, qualitative research includes methods of data collection 
such as field notes, participant observation, and ethnographic forms of observing, 
perceiving and interpreting rather than measuring social and particularly cultural 
phenomena. 
Ethnography as a research method originates in the sociological and 
anthropological fields. Ethnography and “ethnomethodology” is defined as: 
the study of social action as the product and achievement of 
knowledegable and reflective social actors. It focuses on ways that various 
aspects of the life-world are produced, experienced, or accomplished 
interactionally (Schwandt, 2001). 
Ethnography is a method also used by scholars in educational research, 
particularly in classroom and school research. Researchers in education who recognize 
that classrooms, schools, and schooling communities are diverse cultural environments 
tend to use ethnographic and qualitative strategies for data collection when they are 
looking for more open-ended findings and or interpretations that vary across cultures. 
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It made sense to collect culturally rich and diverse qualitative rather than 
quantitative data especially given that the passion driving my research is a lifetime of 
personal and professional experiences in and out of the classroom as a student as well as 
a teacher. In addition, there are the experiences I have had as a mother and for my black 
male child in a predominantly white environment. 
The No Child Left Behind Act forced MCAS testing of Mary Cowhey’s students. 
The irony in my study concerns the potential application of quantitative strategies to 
measure academic results of that testing even though Mary and I were opposed to 
standardized tests. It is a temptation to use the standards against proponents of high 
stakes testing, but this is an issue that I raise later in Chapter 5 as implications for further 
research. I did not collect statistical data on Mary’s students’ testing performances 
because I determined that it would be a distraction rather than an informative exercise. 
In his book The Enlightened Eve, (Eisner, 1991), summarizes qualitative research 
by claiming that: 
qualitative inquiry begins from the point of view that inquiry is a matter of 
the perception of qualities of some object or event and an appraisal of their 
value...aim[ing] to define and illustrate an aesthetics that explains how 
qualitative aspects of the experiences and settings of teaching and learning 
are to be perceived, appreciated, interpreted, understood and criticized 
(Eisner, 1991). 
My data collection process included personal narrative, reflection, and situating 
that data and discourse in a sociopolitical context. I relied primarily on critical 
ethnography and participant observation to guide my collection process. I also relied very 
specifically on an in-depth interview with Mary Cowhey that I analyze in Chapter 4 using 
Critical Race Theory as a theoretical tool for analysis. 
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Theoretical Framework and Critical Ethnography 
I rely broadly on theories developed by Freire, Nieto, Me Laren and Giroux to 
explain multicultural education and critical pedagogy, and I interpret empowerment as 
both the “purpose and outcome of critical pedagogy.” (Nieto, 1999) I use Freire’s theory 
of dialogic interaction (Freire, 1975), Foucault’s notion of third space (Foucault 1980) 
and Bahktin’s intertextual links (Bahktin, 1981), and the reading comprehension strategy 
outlined by Keene and Zimmerman of text to self/world/text connections (Keene and 
Zimmerman, 1997). 
Reading the book Revolutionary Multiculturalism (Me Laren, 1999) was 
theoretically pivotal in my decision to choose the academic course of study over my 
political activism. His work showed me that following the legacy of Paulo Friere, Giroux, 
Nieto and others one could eventually do and be both scholar and activist. 
As a critical ethnographer, I am “defining criticalist as a researcher who 
attempts to use her or his work as a form of social or cultural criticism and who accepts 
certain basic assumptions: that all thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations 
which are socially and historically constituted.” (Kinchloe, Me Laren (1994) as cited in 
Carspecken, 1996.) I include this quote from Carspecken’s work on Critical Ethnography 
because fundamental to my development as a critical researcher using ethnographic 
methods was a tremendous amount of reading Me Laren’s work. Peter Me Laren is an 
intellectual, prolific, social and political activist who has not compromised his vision for 
social justice through academic discourse or his career as a scholar. In my mind he is a 
“scholar warrior” who walks his talk. 
42 
At the same time that Freire was criticized for writing in ways that were 
inaccessible to the poor, he walked and worked and organized side by side with them in 
Brazil and beyond, in much the same way that Peter Me Laren while writing prolifically 
at a high intellectual level also renders himself available to students and revolutionaries 
internationally, often times traveling in war torn and dangerous areas to take action that 
follows his line of thinking. He actually sent me boxes of articles and interviews so that I 
could understand holistically what he as a critical scholar meant by “critical.” I find his 
work to be hopeful, optimistic and criticalist in a way that transforms rather than stopping 
with deconstruction. It rebuilds and transforms based upon principles of love. His work 
has been misinterpreted to simply criticize the social structures that perpetuate 
oppression, world-wide poverty, classism, sexism, racism, genderism. He is concerned 
with challenging any and all forces or systems that engage in maintaining or creating a 
disparate and hopeless future. His scholarship and activism is not just for the students and 
citizens of the United States, but for all of us in a global community. 
I remember taking a seminar in Critical Race Theory in which a particular article 
from the course reader misrepresented Me Laren’s work so catastrophically in my mind 
(because new students were just reading and believing without critiquing or investigating 
or barely questioning general claims being made about the nature of 
Me Laren’s work) that I forwarded him an e-mail regarding the discussion that emerged 
in the class around this particular author’s mis-interpretation of his work overall. 
Consistent with my allegiance to Freire’s position on dialogue I sent Prof. Me Laren the 
article, and he immediately e-mailed a response back to the class explicating further his 
43 
ideas and cordially addressed the attacker as someone who simply had not read enough to 
understand what he meant as a scholar. 
I include a copy of his e-mail explaining his position in appendix D. I see it as an 
important piece of data collected along the way, because the experience in the seminar 
was similar to read alouds in Mary’s classroom where as a researcher I was able to 
participate and even take the lead in dialogue about an issue where there were clearly 
multiple perspectives and views. Me Laren’s accessibility and willingness to participate 
in the conversation evidenced his commitment to critical pedagogy. The professor of the 
seminar and Mary’s and my primary mentor modeled an essential tenet of 
multiculturalism and critical pedagogy by sharing space and being flexible. Sometimes 
deviating from the agenda or planned curriculum is where interstices of learning are 
found. 
This story is important to me in terms of methodology because as I was collecting 
data and as I was learning about critical ethnography as a guiding practice of qualitative 
research, I needed to disentangle a struggle I was encountering regarding being critical 
while remaining hopeful and positive. I think that the most in-depth reading of any one 
scholar in particular who helped me to resolve these conflicting issues in my heart and 
mind, and why I defended him so vehemently, was Peter Me Laren. His generosity over 
the years that I sifted through data and doubts with his time, his body of knowledge and 
his spirit while never having met me, is evidence in my mind of what a definition of 
critical ethnography must include. If we do not act and respond from a humanistic 
perspective and in concert with our research or scholarship with the communities in 
which we engage in our research, we are merely talking heads. 
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My constant challenge is to let a story unfold requiring that I remain open to 
surrendering to a process that demands constant reflection and critique. 
...viewing multicultural education critically complicates the question of 
pedagogy and curriculum; it encourages teachers who are interested in 
transformative education to rethink what and how they teach, and to 
constantly question their decisions. The major issue is not to make 
particular strategies, approaches, or even content prescriptive, but rather to 
examine critically the environment in which those strategies and 
curriculum played out. (Nieto 1999) 
The conceptual framework that guided my data collection was based on several 
key definitions and interpretations and uses of intertextuality and power. Intertextuality as 
introduced in Chapter 1, defined according to the literature in Chapter 2, and theorized 
extensively in Chapters 4 and 5, is a term coined by (Kristeva) based upon earlier work 
by (Bakhtin) and socially constructed by (Bloome and Egan-Robertson). 
...it is not just what texts can be related that constitutes the cultural 
ideology. Part of the in situ cultural ideology is formed by how texts are 
juxtaposed: by the register used in signaling an intertextual relationship, 
by where in sequence of turns-at-talk the intertextual relationship is 
inserted, by how the intertextual relationship’s coherence with the topic 
being discussed and genre of ongoing conversation is established. 
(Bloome, and Egan-Robertson, 1993) 
This could be said to potentially evidence a mutuality of power as established 
through recognition of multiple textual connections, but instead is complicated by the 
reflection of non-mutuality of power in a socially stratified society. 
I relied on Foucault to understand how to both acknowledge the role of power and 
the interplay of power in intertextual relationships in the classroom setting. 
He states that: 
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...what is needed is a study of power in its external visage, at the point 
where it is in direct and immediate relationship with that which we can 
provisionally call its object, its target, its field of application, there-that is 
to say-where it installs itself and produces its real effect. (Foucault, 1977) 
[and] at the micro level of classroom interactions: how things work at the 
level of ongoing subjugation, at the level of those continuous and 
uninterrupted processes which subject our bodies, govern our gestures, 
dictate our behaviors etc...(Foucault, 1977) 
At the time of initial data collecting I was interested in positioning and power, but 
pose that in Chapter 5 as an interesting theoretical perspective for further research. 
Positioning such as relationally between teacher, students, and the researcher; “The 
recognition of the force of discursive practices, the way in which people are positioned 
through these practices.” (Davies, 1989, Henriques et al, 1984, Potter and Wetherall, 
1988, Weedon, 1987) 
Setting 
I became acquainted with the multicultural first grade classroom at the King St. 
Elementary School located in a small city in Western Massachusetts serving both a 
nearby housing project community as well as more affluent students from academic 
families, working class, military and professional families. The school itself is a 
relatively small school with approximately 300 children serving grades K-6. There is 
only one first grade classroom. 
This setting is a rich and complex web of relationships between the students their 
parents and siblings, the principal and supportive teaching staff, and many community 
members who have volunteered their time to get involved with this group of highly 
engaged and critically thinking students and their activist oriented teacher. While the 
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student population is both economically and culturally diverse as mentioned earlier, the 
parents, teachers and other community members are predominantly white. 
“Every Student is an Honored student at King St. Elementary School!” - bumper sticker 
on a teacher’s car at cite. 
Excerpt from my journal: 
Two weeks before the start of the Ethnography research course that would 
guide my study and teach me how to do ethnography, I pulied into the 
parking lot of King Street 3 Elementary School. I was immediately struck 
by the plethora of progressive political bumper stickers on the bumpers of 
cars filling the parking lot. The first one, according to my log that I began 
at that precise moment said, “Every Student is an Honored student at King 
St. Elementary School!” 
The first moments in Mary Cowhey’s classroom signaled to me that she was 
politically concerned with social justice and culturally inclusive curriculum. I gleaned 
this important information by scanning her posters and representations of marginalized 
groups on her walls. The alternative alphabet poster, a progressive alphabet poster 
including “L is for lesbian” hung on the bulletin board, and a poster from the 
international conference on racism held in South Africa hung on her door. 
Posted over her desk was a large print copy of a quote by Sonia Nieto reading, 
“Learn, Reflect, Question and Work to make the world a better place.” A sign over her 
desk read, “A hundred years from now, it will not matter what my bank account was, the 
sort of house that I lived in, or the kind of car that I drove but the world may be different 
because I was important in the life of a CHILD!” 
The very first moment that I met the Mary who would become the main 
participant of this ethnographic study, I knew that we had a lot in common. Right away 
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she shared with me that she was a “devoted fan of Sonia Nieto!” She led me to her 
classroom that afternoon after a brief screening conversation in the hallway. Outside of 
the office I introduced myself as a student in the Language, Literacy, and Culture 
program, and told her that I was interested in researching teachers who were committed 
to using a multicultural approach in the classroom, and who were especially successful 
with the high academic achievement of students of color. 
I knew by looking around the room that she created a warm and inviting place for 
her kids. I saw a comfortable rug area. There were tables organized in such a way that 
students could face each other and work cooperatively. She also had a big rocking chair, 
pillows and a quiet area for reading that was separated from the main classroom by the 
shelves of books providing privacy. I also knew that she had radical politics as reflected 
by the children’s books close to me on the shelves. The books were far ranging in genre, 
however there were many reflecting political activism such as autobiographies of 
Ghandi, Martin Luther King Jr., Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Harriet Tubman, Malcom X and 
the History of the Black Panther Party for elementary students. The print material on the 
walls reflected quotes by Sonia Nieto, Nelson Mandela, a Racism Summit that she 
attended in South Africa, and women’s rights and as previously mentioned more 
progressive representations of the alphabet and world and local maps. 
This classroom community invited me to participate as a member as early as the 
first two weeks of school. For example Mary invited me to the back-to-school potluck 
dinner which I attended. She formally introduced me as a researcher in her classroom for 
the year. The principal, other teachers and parents were interested in meeting me and later 
the students embraced me as a member of their community. The principal shares some of 
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the curriculum values as the teacher, and it was apparent early on at the community 
potluck back-to-school dinner that I attended where I met many of the students in Ms. 
Cowhey’s classroom as well as parents of children from other grade levels. This 
community potluck dinner was an important event that showed me that there was a strong 
sense of community and sharing in this school. 
In the classroom, some students of color were adopted by white parents. Other 
children of color were multiracial and came from families of white and black parents. 
This is to say that while there were students of color, they were being raised either by 
white adoptive parents, or parents who themselves were of multiracial backgrounds. My 
colleague, John Raible, focusses his work on transracial adoption specifically his theory 
of transracialization (Raible, 2005), where he defined a process whereby white siblings 
of adoptees of color undergo either “transracialization” and become allies to people of 
color (Raible, 2005). It is interesting to note that the population of students of color had 
exposure to and access to what Nieto calls cultural currency (Nieto, 1999) that may or 
may not have affected the larger group dynamics. 
Community Activities 
The classroom community began to expand well beyond the four walls of the 
classroom itself, and even beyond the walls of the school, as far as a village in South 
Africa where Mary visited and set up a partnership through a letter writing project and 
book drive. The faces of the children from South Africa, and their schools filled the back 
walls of the classroom. Parents and students from King St. were invited early that Fall to 
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a slide presentation of the teacher’s trip to South Africa and an explanation of the 
ongoing relationship that her first graders would share throughout the year. 
Other activities involved community members participated in the classroom. As a 
result of a student research project on nutrition the mayor attended their presentation of 
findings. The local newschapter covered this event, and the student work yielded changes 
in the food being offered in the school cafeteria. The nature of the relationships evolved 
over the course of this school year between the students of this classroom and the 
surrounding neighborhood community has been one of reciprocity and activism. Many of 
these relationships and conversations that students have had the opportunity of exploring 
with this teacher through their projects, were documented in local newschapters. 
The sociopolitical climate at the beginning of the year included a controversy 
about bilingual education in Massachusetts public schools when the English Only 
movement took hold in the bill to end bilingual education as we have known it for many 
years. The act was called the Unz initiative, and came in the form of question 2 on the 
ballot. The classroom students, parents, and their teacher organized rallies and marched 
on the city hall steps to approach the mayor about their concerns for their native Spanish¬ 
speaking peers in the classroom should the bill pass. 
The bill passed and Mary continued to conduct more meetings in Spanish inviting 
another teacher who was fluent in Spanish to facilitate the morning meeting where the 
students whose first language was Spanish led the morning meetings. Mary was 
empowering students whose first language was Spanish. Supervisors from Teacher 
Education Programs reported that in other settings in Western Massachusetts morning 
meeting was no longer being conducted in Spanish. Also, bilingual teachers were even 
discouraged from speaking informally in Spanish to their colleagues and students. One 
teacher in particular expressed her fear of professional consequences if she was caught 
“breaking the law.” 
Participants 
I was introduced to Mary Cowhey by my advisor Sonia Nieto. I knew the moment 
that I met her that we shared values by the way her classroom appeared and by the fact 
that she was quickly being ushered off to an organizing meeting by a colleague. A few 
years earlier I had just resigned as the Graduate Student Senate President. As a single 
mother I made a decision to place priority on my academic course of study. I realized 
along with encouragement from my advisor that I faced a decision to apply myself 
completely to my academic program of study (it was my first semester in the program) or 
continue to exhaust myself as an activist. It was clear that I could not possibly be 
successful attempting to do all three things simultaneously. 
It was a challenging decision, as I believed in what I was fighting for politically; I 
served low-income student populations and in particular practiced tenant organizing for 
increased quality of living standards for student families in graduate family housing 
where I was a tenant, but I was burning out and felt that I had so much to learn in order to 
be an effective leader in making social or educational change. 
I worked with union organizers for laborers, and marched for civil rights during 
the dismantling of affirmative action policies on campus. I learned early on that Mary 
was a single mom herself for a period of time and that we both had African-American 
sons. Through interviewing her, I discovered that she faced a similar decision to convert 
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from political and social activist to elementary classroom teacher. The difference 
between us I think at this juncture of the decision was that I thought I needed more 
education to be a more effective teacher. For myself, I made the right decision. Clearly, 
Mary made a powerful and effective decision for herself. In Chapter 4 I reflect on our 
shared subjectivity relying on data collected during the interview. 
It became apparent that access for me, based on the letters (included in the 
appendix) that I wrote to Mary, the principal and the classroom families, was not 
difficult. I think that we shared an immediate affinity and genuine shared interest in 
children, social justice and economic and academic equity. 
The participants in this setting include me as the researcher, a woman of color, of 
multiracial heritage, mostly Egyptian, Sudanese, and Scottish ethnicity, upper middle and 
low income socioeconomic background. 
Because so many people misidentify me as white, it is often confusing to people 
when I speak of anger toward white people or when I tout critical assessments of white 
teachers. My father was a dark skinned man who was black Egyptian and Sudanese, 
married to a white woman with Native American ancestry on both sides of her family. I 
was not treated as white as a child. As a family we experienced profoundly violent racist 
attacks while living in Northern Virginia in the early seventies, and again in the seventies 
and eighties in a rural town Southwest of Boston, Massachusetts. My older siblings also 
suffered during the late fifties, and in the sixties, often being attacked by both white 
people and black people, caught in a racial dilemma of being both and neither. Whether 
identified as Arabs, and taunted as “sand niggers” or as Indians or “half-breeds” we were 
racially abused and this early trauma remained an indelible scar on my heart. The anger 
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was the initial force of my academic course of study. As I will recount later in this 
chapter, there was a remarkable healing and learning that I experienced both while 
conducting this research and as a direct result of working with a white teacher. The nature 
of her practice and her principles, which in word and in deed, conflicted with every pre¬ 
conceived notion and assumption that I brought to this research endeavor, changed my 
mind, and my life thankfully forever. 
Mary Cowhey, a white woman teacher of Irish working class background; eight 
white boys of mixed European ancestry of varied socioeconomic background; two white 
girls of mixed European ancestry and from both middle class and working class 
backgrounds, one boy of color and six girls of color of Puerto Rican heritage, multiracial, 
Jewish and African American heritage, African American, biracial, and Colombian, all of 
diverse socioeconomic backgrounds including wealthy and lower income families. 
Other participants included from time to time a white woman principal, a white 
male reading specialist, a white woman teacher’s aide, and a white woman bilingual 
education teacher. Other participants include predominantly white parents of the student 
participants, and other predominantly white members of the larger community as they 
connect to this classroom through community and parental involvement. One of the 
student participants of color is an adopted child of white lesbian parents, and the white 
parents of the interracial families account for predominantly white parents even of the 
children of color. The class is linguistically diverse including two students for whom 
Spanish is their first language speakers and ten students for whom English is their 
primary language. 
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The Teacher- Ms. Mary Cowhey (This is the teacher’s real name as per her request and 
consent to my writing the dissertation) The rest are pseudonyms to protect the identity of 
students and their families. As it turned out the focus of the dissertation became the 
pedagogical approach of Mary, and the extended theorization and interpretation of 
intertextuality for classroom research. 
The students: (Since the teacher presented me with the Ethnic breakdown of each child of 
color but not the ethnic breakdown of each white child, I have not delineated any specific 
ethnicity here.) It is significant to me as a researcher to note that the teacher readily 
provided the ethnic backgrounds of the students of color but referred to white students 
simply as white without reference to their ethnic backgrounds. I made the mistake of not 
noticing this immediately and not collecting more specific data. As a novice researcher 
there were many instances where “hindsight was twenty-twenty vision.” 
The following is a complete list of students using pseudonyms. 
Annie- White, girl 
Charlie-White, boy 
Catrina-Latina, girl 
Gabriella-Latina, girl 
Isaiah-White, boy 
Joshua-White, boy 
Jose-Latino, boy 
Angela-African-American, girl 
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Misha-Multiracial,girl 
Flynn-White, boy 
Paul-White, boy 
David-White, boy 
Sandy-White, girl 
Mikey-White, boy 
Tobey-White, boy 
Jasmine-Biracial, girl 
Data Collection 
I began the data collection process the moment I arrived at the research site to 
gain access. I was new at the role of researcher and so used the yearlong course 
Ethnography as Methodolgy in classroom research as my guide to collecting data. To 
restate, ethnography is a process of data collection and later analysis that is derived from 
Anthropology. It means that the researcher to the extent possible participates in the 
community in which one is conducting research to be an observer as an outsider, as an 
insider (privileged account, as in a classroom teacher con ducting research in her or his 
own classroom wit his or her own students), or as in my case an initial outsider and then 
eventually a participant observer (Spradley, 1980). 
There are several ways of collecting data that I used including and not limited to 
observation and casual participation, collecting field notes and recording those notes in 
field log notebooks, conducting in-depth interviews, informal interviews, and recording 
events inside and outside the classroom using audio and video recording devices. 
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An important point to make is that while this course was intended to familiarize 
students with ethnography and specifically critical ethnography as defined earlier in this 
chapter according to Carspecken, the intended goal of the course was to conduct a short 
three week data collection period and write a pilot study regarding the findings and call it 
an “ethnographic study.” 
Rather than a semester’s worth of data collection and relatively brief time spent in 
the site, I continued collecting data on the Peace Class for the entire school year, and 
developed my course topic into my dissertation thesis proposal. 
Inevitably based upon my passions, personal and professional experiences inside 
and outside of the classrooms in which I had been a student, an elementary teacher, and 
my son’s experiences as an African American male student, Mary’s praxis pushed my 
data collection beyond the normal time constraints of the course objectives. I made this 
decision with initial permission and enthusiasm from my comprehensive exam committee 
advisor, my professors of the ethnography course, and the main participant of the study, 
the classroom teacher Mary Cowhey. After receiving consent I delved into months of 
extensive data collection. 
I set up my field log notebooks into columns. One column kept track of exactly 
what was occurring as I witnessed it, while another column was reserved as space to 
critically reflect and journal in later. I also, when recording notes, hand numbered every 
line and assigned initials to students, the teacher and myself. Interspersed with reflection 
as the researcher, include my immediate feelings and responses, and thoughts or initial 
attempts at analysis. 
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In Chapter 4,1 very carefully select data that reflects a coherent construction of a 
theoretical suggestion that began to unfold itself and one that I felt most important out of 
a vast sea of data to share with fellow scholars that I will call critical intertextuality. In 
Chapter 4, and in the space of time that elapsed between these rough sketches and critical 
analysis required for the next step, I take the reader through a more precise journey that 
relied on actually a very small portion of the data collected. I used a small portion of the 
data for two main reasons; there was so much data that I had to focus on a critical 
moment and the teacher’s pedagogy so as to select specific data that supported claims 
being made about the data. The rest of the data will be very useful for future research. 
Attached in the appendix are fully transcribed copies of the interviews conducted with 
both Mary Cowhey and Sonia Nieto. 
Videotaping 
Very early in the process I asked for broad consent to video tape. The families of 
the Peace Class as well as the teacher were overwhelmingly supportive of my 
participation. I never anticipated that I would spend the amount of time that I did keeping 
track via field notes, video taped lessons and filed trips, and in-depth interviews. 
I used a videotaped in-depth interview with Mary Cowhey to support my 
observations of her teaching pedagogy. I also included a video-taped lesson plan read- 
aloud and book discussion. 
The first impulse that I had when I encountered the students’ curiosity and interest 
in the video camera was to somehow supply them all with cameras. I wanted the 
opportunity to sit them down on the rug and explain to them that I was conducting 
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research in much the same ways that they were, and to interview them and change roles 
with Mary (the teacher.) I hesitated as a novice researcher and instead discussed these 
issues and interests with Dr. Pat Paugh who was excited about the possibilities of taking 
these steps. I discuss this as implications for further research in Chapter 5. 
In-depth Interviews 
My approach to interviewing changed from an initial desire to interview the 
teacher Mary Cowhey, several of her students, and Mary’s primary mentor Dr. Sonia 
Nieto as my research questions changed. As I became more focused on how a white 
teacher first of all became interested in becoming an effective if not excellent 
multicultural educator, especially after reading work by Julie Landsman, and specifically 
Mary’s classroom pedagogy and what characteristics made her so successful, I turned to 
Irving Seidman’s interviewing techniques (ie: in-depth ninety minute interviews with 
Mary Cowhey and later her mentor Sonia Nieto). My data include participant 
observations, video and audio taped classroom and outside classroom events and 
specifically an in-depth interview with Mary Cowhey. Again, a change of focus of my 
research from the community at large to more specifically the teacher and aspects of her 
pedagogy, kept me from interviewing the principal, other teachers, and students and their 
families. 
Social Action Within and Outside of the Peace Class 
The impending and now current war in Iraq sparked many discussions about 
peace, and the class learned about the figures in history that opposed violence as a means 
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to solve social problems. In Chapter Four I include a copy of a book that a student wrote 
during journal time about the war in Iraq following the reading of a story called Faithful 
Elephants. This piece of data (student work) reflects the connection that this student made 
after hearing about World War II. 
Many parents became involved in a peace project that arose after the students 
decided by vote to name their class for the year, The Peace Class. On a peace march to 
City Hall again they carried a banner representing world peace according to their vision 
of peace and social justice. 
In that “walk for peace” was a military family from Mary’s classroom who 
strongly supported the teacher and the students in their quest for understanding conflict 
and seeking peaceful resolution. This was a striking aspect of this classroom community 
to me because of the post 911 patriotic fervor that characterized the general public 
climate at the time. 
It impressed me that a family whose father was serving active military duty in 
Iraq participated in many of the classroom initiated anti-war or peace driven actions. I 
cannot however make assumptions that this meant that the family was pro-war, however 
there was plenty of room for differing opinions on war. 
Mary was not banking a left position in Freirian terms, but rather allowing them 
and their respective families to create their own ideas about peace, justice, and war, and 
how they wanted to negotiate and learn and take action around these issues inside and 
outside of the classroom. This was evidenced by the voting process to name the class. As 
I observed it, true democratic and equal participation existed with robust dialogue from 
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contrasting viewpoints. This reflects earlier and emergent questions as outlined on page 
67 in chapter 4. 
Proposed Data Analysis 
I will analyze the data according to Critical Race Theory and Intertextuality as 
couched within theories examined in my review of the literature that include Critical 
Pedagogy and Multicultural education. I am particularly interested in analyzing the data 
using critical reflection as defined by Freire and looking through the lens on 
intertextuality as it has been used by scholars within the field of education to explain 
classroom phenomena. Synthesizing these theoretical domains I will analyze what I 
observed, recorded and reflected upon in the Peace Class to further a discussion of what I 
call critical intertextuality as a tool for analysis for educational researchers interested in 
using critical pedagogy with elementary aged students. 
Academic excellence and equity for students of color and white allies who wish to 
have practical insights and applications for their teaching pedagogy that rely on 
multicultural education that embraces as core tenets social justice and critical reflection 
are goals of this synthesizing process. I will therefore write a critical reflection to analyze 
the data consisting of participant observations, videotaped lesson plans, field log notes 
and their corresponding reflections and in-depth interviews from the Peace Class. I will 
refer back to Carspecken’s position that researchers especially classroom researchers 
engage in practice that reflects a commitment to social change, transformation and justice 
and equity for a democratic society that does not serve to perpetuate oppressive 
conditions that exist in the dominant society. 
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Researchers have agreed by and large that public schools have tended to reify the 
social stratification that occurs along race, class, gender and sexual orientation lines 
(Oakes, 1980) who discusses school stratification that mirrors society through tracking 
systems, (Nieto, 1999) who writes about “affirming diversity” (Giroux, 1988) who 
discusses critical theory and pedagogy as it relates to schooling, (Harding, 1983) who 
writes from a critical feminist position within the fileds of sociology and science, 
(McLaren, 1997, 1998) who explores critical theory and pedagogy in a Freirian tradition 
including a Marxist critique of capitalism and has schooling is an aspect of both.) 
etc....and so as (Carspecken, 1996) suggests, researchers who are not “part of a solution, 
(making their research action oriented) are still part of the problem.” 
At the end of Chapter 4 I will include some data excerpts that illustrate and prove 
some of the ways that Mary is the teacher she claims to be in her in-depth interview (the 
main piece of data analyzed) and how she is part of the solution that Carspecken 
suggests. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DATA AND CRITICAL ANALYSIS 
Introduction 
Through a democratic voting process, a group of fifteen first grade students in a 
socio-economically and racially diverse classroom chose to name themselves the Peace 
Class. The name is significant as it reflects the ideology and political tone of the antiwar 
and activist-oriented curriculum that wove its way through a year of dramatic global 
changes including the declaration of war on Iraq. This chapter provides data and critical 
analysis on the Peace Class. 
The chapter makes use of critical race theory and intertextuality. There are 
several other concepts from the fields of critical pedagogy and multicultural education 
that inform my reflection and the questions that arose during the process of researching 
the Peace Class. Many key characteristics of Mary Cowhey, the teacher in the study, 
attracted me to this theoretical lens. One was her history as a political and social activist 
and community organizer. Second was her intentional career shift from community 
organizer to elementary school teacher as intellectual (Giroux, 1988) to create more 
positive change in the world. For Ms. Cowhey, this means in the Ghandian sense, “if we 
are to reach real peace in this world, we shall have to begin with the children.” 
In an in-depth interview I conducted during December, 2002 with Ms. Cowhey, 
she stated emphatically, “I said that I would do this piece, I would carry the social justice 
ball of the world, and I would teach first grade!”. 
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Ms. Cowhey uses children’s literature as a point of departure for critical inquiry, 
dialogue and analysis. It is also one tool for cultivating multicultural awareness. I 
selected the following books that she read and field log data to illustrate some of the 
characteristics and values that Mary cultivated in her classroom. These included 
understanding, and deep empathy as a process for developing peace. Some of the books 
were Tikvah Means Hope, by Patricia Polacco, a story about a firestorm that occurred in 
Oakland, California in nineteen-ninety-two. During the fire the main character lost her 
cat. Faithful Elephants, by Yukio Tsuchiya, took place during World War II in Japan 
wherein the main characters faced a dilemma about whether or not to release animals in 
the zoos. She also used the Ballot Box Battle, by Emily Arnold Mccully, a story about 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton a woman who fought for women’s rights, in particular their right 
to vote. Later in this chapter are data transcripts that reveal the students internalization of 
the text to text connections. 
Peace is a theme, a strand of love running through the curriculum that demands 
contemplation and reflection, as well as social responsibility and action. The “social 
justice ball of the world’’ refers to the sense of responsibility that the teacher feels she has 
herself, and the task for her to share that responsibility with her students. 
How does she go about “carrying the social justice ball of the world’’ and getting 
first graders involved in the ball handling? Why is she committed to addressing and 
confronting issues of oppression? Why did she follow the theories of Sonia Nieto (1999, 
1999, 2003) and create a multicultural learning community? Why does she care? 
I thought the answers to these questions would be straightforward. I thought I had 
an easy path to follow, because here at last was the theory I believe in action, critical 
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pedagogy, and the heart of multicultural education right before my eyes. I thought “great! 
I will just pull out the video camera and prove to the nay-sayers that multicultural 
education is more than a cultural fair, and critical pedagogy is something for all ages.” It 
was so perfect and intoxicatingly simple. I was deliriously happy. The research was right 
there, and I only needed to capture it on tape, and enlighten teachers roaming in the dark 
looking for solutions to the questions of pedagogy from a multicultural education 
approach. 
And then I saw my colleagues’ faces. They stared at me from across the table in 
the Ethnography seminar. They seemed so stern and critical. What is the problem, I 
wondered? It must be that they are not as concerned with the implementation of 
multicultural education. “No,” they insisted, “you are so idealistic. It is like you are in 
love with this teacher. You worship her.” I was stunned by these remarks made by my 
fellow ethnographers, and I initially left thinking that it was impossible that I could be so 
idealistic that I was being blinded by my own shared subjectivity with the teacher. As far 
as I was concerned up to this point in the research project, I was simply reporting the 
facts about what I was witnessing and experiencing in Ms. Cowhey’s classroom. 
Their stinging comments haunted me, and provoked a self-evaluation. As it turned 
out, they were right in many respects, and this is the beginning of the messy story of how 
I came to be a critical researcher right along with the first grade students of the Peace 
Class. 
In the remainder of this chapter I will address the initial questions I asked during 
the study. I will show the attempts that I made to address my colleagues’ concerns, and 
the process of my learning in the context of critical race theory, specifically the concept 
of interest convergence. I will provide readers with a brief portrait of Ms. Cowhey, the 
teacher of the Peace Class. Mistaken assumptions and the lessons that I learned as a 
researcher will follow. I will examine critical pedagogy for elementary students, as well 
as implications for future research. I will conclude by answering the question “can 
teachers serve the student and social change?” that Sonia Nieto asked during a seminar on 
Culture and Learning, and I will provide data that supports this finding. 
Emerging Questions 
After considering my colleagues’ critical evaluation, I decided to put away the 
video camera, go into the classroom, sit down, and pretend that I knew nothing about 
multicultural education. I even went as far as pretending that I did not know this teacher 
or care about her, and sit there, until something struck me. I began to search the room. 
My eyes scanned the walls and I began to see the visual environment. The quotes of 
Sonia Nieto were hanging over her desk. I noticed the poster from the antiracism peace 
summit held in South Africa. I saw the civil rights posters with images of Martin Luther 
King, and Gandhi. It was clearly politically left. And then I asked myself one important 
introductory question: how is this not the flip-side of a traditional, banking model 
classroom (Freire,1970)? In the banking model, students are repositories of information 
poured in by the teacher. There is little to no questioning, and rote methods, including 
memorization, are primary means of instruction. How is it not just Ms. Cowhey’s way of 
infusing her students with her political ideology? Is this truly critical pedagogy, or is it 
banking the left position? And then I began to read. I scoured Affirming Diversity, 
(Nieto, 2000), I read Teachers as Intellectuals, (Giroux, 1988), I re-read Pedagogy of the 
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Oppressed, (Freire, 1970). I started to look for questions that would be fired from the 
political right. I tried to detach emotionally from the scene that was so safe and inviting 
for me and to look critically at what was going on with the students. How were they 
participating? To what degree, if any, did the printed and visual materials around the 
room and on the walls represent them or their input? How, if at all, did the students 
interact with printed material from around the room? 
This was the critical moment during the study when I began to do real research. I 
began trying to define critical. What does it mean to be a critical researcher? What is 
critical ethnography anyway? What good does my participation do anyone anyhow? 
What does it mean that she is using critical pedagogy? Are first graders really capable of 
complex critical analysis? What definition of multicultural education am I using to guide 
my analysis? What actions, interactions, lessons, comments can I conclude? 
Critical Race Theory 
During the second semester of my study, I enrolled in a seminar on Critical Race 
Theory (CRT). My professor asked us to think about how this theoretical lens pertained 
to our own research interests. She asked us to begin to think about how it could be 
applied to our research data and/or findings, if at all. 
I was so overwhelmed and thought that if I have to include one more theoretical 
lens to this study, it will collapse from the sheer weight of it all. So at first as I casually 
began to read I thought, “I don’t need it. It is just recycled multicultural education 
theory.” I did not see that at first until my colleague John Raible pointed out their mutual 
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development from the civil rights movement, and all of the similarities between readings 
in multicultural education and CRT. 
I avoided the task of looking through a critical race theory lens until Gloria 
Ladson-Billings came screaming out of the course pack insisting that I take a look at 
some essential tenets of CRT. According to Lopez, (2001), “Ladson-Billings is able to 
effectively demonstrate how schools reify a racial hierarchy that serves the interests of 
middle class White individuals”, (p. 29) I learned that I could not overlook or deny the 
looming implications that CRT presented in the field of education. 
After discovering some solid ground for the theoretical spine of my study, I began 
to fall again under shifting sands of an equally important, and sometimes unstable, layer 
to consider. That layer is the fluid and shared subjective positions that I held with Ms. 
Cowhey. For instance, we shared a history of community organizing and social activism. 
We also shared a politically left, antiwar view of the recent declaration of war on Iraq. 
We agreed on many issues, including a theoretical commitment to implementing critical 
multicultural education in schools. The complexity of that layer, our shared subjectivity, 
was the initial ethnographic trap that I had to overcome if I was to be open to asking 
important and “profoundly multicultural” questions that Nieto (2003) implores us to ask. 
In other words, our shared ideological ground made me biased, and meant that I had to 
think more deeply about new questions to ask. 
Some of the new questions were about white teachers in general, and whether or 
not they stand to gain by adopting a multicultural education approach to teaching. Why 
did Mary feel so committed to issues that seemed initially to only be in the interests of 
students of color? Is a social justice stance, or a multicultural stance, or an anti-war 
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stance only serving the interests of students of color? How do these stances reflect a 
learning environment that empowers groups of students that are typically marginalized in 
the larger society? Why and how did she herself, as well as white students in her 
classroom benefit? I became very curious about the level of success and recognition she 
was gaining while teaching from a critical orientation. This was the point in my research 
process where the seminar in critical race theory [CRT] became crucial. 
Interest Convergence 
One particularly important tenet of CRT that would impact my study and my 
analysis was the idea of interest convergence. In 1954, Brown versus the Board of 
Education was a landmark case mandating the end of racial segregation in schools. Bell 
(1995) stated. 
Now, more than twenty-five years after that dramatic decision, it is clear 
that Brown will not be forgotten. It has triggered a revolution in civil 
rights law and in the political leverage available to blacks in and out of 
court (p. 20). 
Bell examined positions that called into question whether or not the Brown decision was 
in fact advantageous to blacks as far as their educational rights were concerned. Given 
that whites who made policy decisions regarding education while whites in all white 
populations were not considered to be segregated, he contended; 
the decision in Brown to break with the court’s long-held position on these 
issues cannot be understood without some consideration of the decision’s 
value to whites, not simply those concerned about immorality of racial 
inequality, but also those whites in policy making positions able to see the 
economic and political advances at home and abroad that would follow 
abandonment of segregation (Bell, 1995, p. 22). 
I would argue that metaphorically speaking, “whites in policy making positions” 
in some cases could include teachers, like Ms. Cowhey, who is an example of a teacher 
who maximizes the benefits of her students and her own benefit as well. In other words, 
she is not simply empathizing or making moral decisions about leveling the playing field. 
She is activating a critical learning environment that empowers students. Data from the 
read aloud transcripts suggests that students make decisions and participate 
democratically from their own sense of agency. One example includes the students 
naming themselves the Peace Class. Another example was the teacher continuing to hold 
morning meetings in Spanish after the Bilingual Education Act was passed. Several other 
examples are listed in the community activities section. 
The idea of fostering a classroom climate and goal of peace initiatives, and taking 
an antiwar stance was a position that her students arrived at collectively through equal 
participation and shared decision making. The study of Ms. Cowhey and the peace class 
is an example of interest convergence as defined by Bell (1995). Ms. Cowhey benefits 
herself while serving the interests of her students. In the context of Bell’s (1995) position, 
Ms. Cowhey might benefit at the expense of her students of color. Data from my 
ethnography on the Peace Class shows otherwise. Such as continuing to conduct morning 
meeting in Spanish therefore allowing room for Native Spanish speaking students to 
“hold the floor”, and be the experts and leaders so to speak as one example. By receiving 
community as well as national recognition and praise for the efforts she makes to create 
equitable learning opportunities for all of her students Ms. Cowhey clearly gains in 
concert with her students. Bell also stated that “the question still remains as to the surest 
way to reach the goal of educational effectiveness” (Bell, 1995, p. 24). Bell illustrates 
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the idea that Brown only passed because elite whites stood to gain. I am not saying that 
Ms. Cowhey is a case like he suggests, but rather a more benevolent outcome of interest 
convergence that engages other white teachers in her pedagogy by demonstrating that 
they stand to gain professionally by adopting a multicultural education approach in their 
teaching like Ms.Cowhey. 
They will gain by becoming allies in a demographically changing society. They 
will gain visibility by engaging press and community support. They will gain by acting 
on the World outside and letting that World into the classroom in ways that will decrease 
their isolation. They may also gain like Mary did such as grants and National recognition 
and support. 
I was asking the question, as I still do, before understanding interest convergence, 
of why some white teachers invest in the project of multicultural education. What do they 
stand to gain by sticking their necks out and in many cases putting their jobs on the line 
for the academic and social well being of their students of color? What if there was 
another angle on interest convergence? One not so tainted as decisions we can analyze 
from the legal standpoint that CRT offers, such as Brown vs. the Board of Education? 
What if interest convergence was an idea in education that maintained that white 
teachers in preparation programs who became interested in the learning outcomes of their 
students of color, and actively learned and practiced critical pedagogy would somehow 
benefit themselves, while not compromising the achievement of their students of color? 
How? By maintaining high expectations and developing and engaging students and 
themselves as teachers in a deeper sense of multicultural education as suggested by 
(Nieto, 2007) see appendix H. 
70 
What if the study I am conducting reveals that a white teacher who engages in 
transformative critical multicultural educational practices indeed has an interest 
convergence? However, instead of one that turns around and bites the very people that 
she is empowering on the back, actually is a win-win situation for both parties in the 
school contract? Shared power is always “win-win”. Also, to refer back to the Spanish as 
first language learners in Mary’s classroom, white students accustomed to having the 
“cultural capital edge” over their English as Second Language Learners, have the 
experience in her classroom that they will not have in the mainstream society. They 
observe, experience and feel a Spanish as a first language learner as a leader and as 
someone who has the cultural capital in morning meeting as it is conducted in Spanish. 
This is an example of how Mary sets a stage for students who are typically 
marginalized in a system that tracks and organizes itself around the same stratification in 
the larger society, to become the ones holding and sharing power by new examples that 
she as the teacher models by allowing space for them to be experts, more knowledgable, 
and therefore empowered. 
Interest convergence that is transformed to yield no losses, might be one way to 
begin to unravel the racist shroud that envelops curriculum mandated by the state. 
Ms.Cowhey, the Teacher of the Peace Class and Critical Race Theory 
There is a complexity of layers that include critical moments and reflections about 
the Peace Class that I continue to analyze through different theoretical lenses. What do 
they have to do with CRT? 
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Ms. Cowhey won a teaching award of national visibility and she continues to be 
recognized as a community leader and excellent educator. She is acutely aware of legal 
and political decisions being made that affect the students in her classroom. She actively 
engages her students in research projects that emerge from their own concerns, such as 
the sugar content of breakfast foods in their own cafeteria at school. For example; a 
concerned student brought it to the attention of Mary and the class that the foods in the 
cafeteria were “sugary” and therefore not nutritious. 
Mary decided to let them investigate the sugar content of breakfast foods offered 
to children. They brought in boxes of the foods that they ate at home, the cereal boxes 
from the school cafeteria, and they began examining the ingredients. In the video taped 
“nutrition lesson” one student jumped up out of his seat and exclaimed “Hey! This box 
says ‘no sugar added’ on the front and on the back it says there are 32 grams of sugar! 
They lied to us!” It was in fact a box of cereal bars with real fruit filling and the student 
was not yet aware of the sugar content that naturally occurs in fruit. Mary, rather than 
killing his enthusiasm, surprise and outrage asked him, “how does that make you feel?” 
to which he replied, “Mad.” “What do you all think we might do about it? “ I know,” 
exclaimed a girl raising her hand in the air and waving her finger, “let’s write a letter to 
the government!” 
This investigation and larger research project became extensive with the first 
graders collecting data like real scientists. To attack social problems such as poor 
nutrition and class issues that contribute to children suffering malnutrition. They 
compiled data and discovered on their own why there was sugar in the ingredients of the 
cereal bars due to natural sugar found in fruit. They created a research presentation with 
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their findings and invited the local Mayor, the Principal of the School, the cafeteria 
workers, the Director of Food Services for the District and the local newspaper to hold a 
meeting asking that changes be made in the foods being offered in the morning breakfast 
at school based on their feelings that it wasn’t fair that some children could have access 
to nutritious breakfasts while others went without. They insisted on an improvement to 
correct their perceptions of injustice. They won. They changed the menu in the school 
cafeteria and began to provide more nutritious options for breakfast. 
Running dialogues on videotapes from the Peace Class illustrate the concept of 
intersectionality, or the intersection of race, class, and gender, as another important 
emblem of antiracist work within the CRT framework. She discusses race, class, gender, 
and family diversity with her first graders, and they engage in the dialogue. One example 
can be found from running dialogues in video transcript from a Family Diversity project. 
Here, data shows the intersection of race, class, sexual orientation and gender. A white 
lesbian mother of an adopted black child was invited into the classroom to lead a 
discussion about affirming family diversity. Mary consistently drew upon the strengths 
and cultural backgrounds of her students by inviting family members in to share, teach 
and lead by example. Often, Mary’s students insist on taking action, such as the example 
from the nutrition lesson and the student saying emphatically, “I know, let’s write a letter 
to the government!” when they see inconsistencies and injustice in their community. She 
is passing along critical thinking skills and action strategies for problem solving. 
Ms. Cowhey as a guide, and inspiration, asks every day, “what are they learning, 
how are they learning, and is it changing the world?” I wanted to find out what she meant 
by “changing the world”. So in the following transcript taken from a videotaped 
73 
interview conducted on May 7, 2003 in response to the question “how do you teach and 
why do you do it?”, Ms. Cowhey revealed what I believe to be the origins of her 
commitment to the teaching profession, her political convictions, and her passion for the 
classroom. I think it also points out a clearer understanding of what she meant when she 
said that she would do that one piece, and “carry the social justice ball of the world.” 
I see teaching as being a political act. And the reason I [teach] is because I 
think that it’s a positive way to build community and make a change...I 
came to teaching from a background [of] having been a volunteer 
community organizer for 14 years. That was often very confrontational, a 
lot of fighting. ... When I came to teaching, my hope was that I wanted to 
change the world. The act of teaching, that involves family and 
community, that approach to pedagogy, that’s political. The way one 
teaches, and whether you work in cooperative groups or whether you 
lecture are all political decisions that get made. ...[and] also what kids do 
with their education, if they’re able to use their education in powerful 
ways. So I really stress academic rigor, push kids on the reading, the 
writing, the math and science, and critical thinking. Having the kids really 
equipped with those skills, and motivated to use those skills in ways to 
make positive change in the community, to get things done, and question 
the way things are, for me, all of those are aspects of teaching. (Cowhey, 
2002) 
Literacy, reading, writing, and reflecting are the activities that the teacher, her 
students, and I were engaged in simultaneously making text to world connections, and 
acting on the world. I observed a very powerful role of literacy in the Peace Class, and, 
again, in our interview Ms.Cowhey mentioned making change in the world when she 
said; 
While working and organizing in a bookstore I became] interested in how 
people learn to read, and [the] power of literacy. I thought teaching is 
something I can do, that’s a way that I could work with people and make a 
positive change in the world. 
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This is consistent with a Freirian concept of literacy as the way we read and write 
our world (Friere,1997). From a Freirian standpoint, the power of literacy is the thread of 
liberation in literate societies. Ms. Cowhey mentioned her connection to this concept via 
working in the bookstore and the implications of that awareness in her decision to teach 
and, later, in the development of her teaching pedagogy. Critical literacy is an area that 
examines and discusses these issues in greater detail. 
I want to call attention to Ms.Cowhey’s frequent reference to wanting to “change 
the world.” She makes this statement repeatedly. I noticed that our shared subjectivity 
overlapped in our respective roles, for me as a critical researcher, and for her as a teacher. 
My stance as a critical researcher means that I attempt to use my work to contribute to a 
larger agenda for social change. While our shared subjectivity was initially blinding me 
from making important observations and asking more incisive questions, it eventually 
resulted in our cohesive and respective roles coinciding with a shared vested interest in 
social change. 
More importantly still are the links between Ms. Cowhey’s words and the earlier 
suggestions I made about interest convergence being a win-win situation. Her comments 
about academic rigor as part and parcel of her commitment to multicultural education and 
social transformation are very significant as an example of the kind of interest 
convergence that serves the success of the teacher and all of the students. It also 
illustrates how academic achievement is a primary goal of using a critical multicultural 
approach in teaching. It led me to consider the possibility that, as educators, some 
teachers and students have been duped into thinking of serving the academic needs of 
students from diverse backgrounds and academic achievement as separate issues. 
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However, in my reflections of Ms. Cowhey’s pedagogy, and my thoughts about learning 
that took place in the Peace Class, the issues of academic achievement, interest 
convergence, and racial equality are inextricably entwined. To summarize, this is a 
situation where the teacher’s practices gain for her high visibility and recognition both 
within her community and nationally. That combined with the academic achievement and 
success of her students is where their shared interests converge. This is a win-win 
situation. 
Mistaken Assumptions Prior to the Research 
Prior to engaging in this research, I observed approximately sixteen different first 
grade classrooms, both public and private, searching for a place for my then six-year-old 
son. I became very disheartened and discouraged during this observation period at the 
lack of awareness regarding social diversity on the part of teachers that I observed. I even 
had many teachers say directly to me, “I don’t believe in multicultural education”. This 
prompted a self-inquiry: Why was I studying multicultural education? What did it mean 
to “believe” in multicultural education? Who were the “believers” and why? Why were 
so many teachers remarking that they were unfamiliar with multicultural education? Why 
were so many teachers misinterpreting its meaning, or stopping short at seeing it as 
adding cultural history, or celebrating heroes and holidays (Lee, Menkart, & Okazawa- 
Rey, 1998), instead of viewing multicultural education as pedagogy versus additional 
material to learn and teach, and therefore a burden and curricular obstacle? 
I remember clearly losing faith in public schools. I thought of home schooling my 
son. I devoured books by John Taylor Gatto (1992, and a pre-publication edition). I 
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became cynical, and depressed, by the circumstances, and distraught, as days turned into 
weeks that my six-year-old son was without a school. And then one day I had to give in 
and accept his admittance to a local elementary school that was out of district, as the 
school I chose for him was full. I had concerns and doubts and he was placed in a 
classroom based on numbers alone with a new teacher from Los Angeles. 
His first day was a harrowing wait for me and then he appeared at the end of his 
first day, his head held high, and all smiles. His teacher was reaching him, and he began 
to enjoy school and learning. I was so enthralled that I decided that I wanted to find out 
what made her so successful with Elijah, when the last teacher had seriously alienated 
him. I initially wanted to conduct my ethnography in his classroom. I read an important 
book that for me opened me just enough to consider working with a white teacher. It was 
called A White Teacher Talks About Race by Julie Landsman (2001). It was one of those 
books that I could not put down. I remember the moment that I finished the book while a 
late summer thunderstorm streaked the sky as a dramatic backdrop to my reading. As I 
read the last lines of this important book which read; 
And there it was that craziness I love when we let our kids play with 
words, images, ideas-all together as in this activity, or in solitude, 
dreaming, painting, reading about history, trying different math equations. 
I love it when they come up with things I never would have considered. 
Not with my logical, world-weary mind: like having Charlie Boo Yang 
play the harp. It is not hard to find things to celebrate with the students in 
our classrooms. They bring these to us all the time. (Landsman, 2001, p. 
160) 
This was the most significant book in helping me overcome false assumptions 
based on damaging past experiences. All of my painful experiences as a child of an 
interracial couple in an all-white rural factory town were surfacing. I was angry with 
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white people. I carried a serious grudge toward the teachers I recalled who were 
insensitive, cruel, and overtly racist. I was conflicted, however, as my own mother was 
white, and there were teachers I recalled with great love and affection. But it was my 
anger that prevailed as I witnessed my son experiencing racism in the elementary schools. 
I fell victim to the illusion that because we were living in an academic community with 
“good” schools, he would be immune to the pain of discrimination. 
These deeply provocative emotional issues led me to make erroneous 
assumptions. I assumed wrongly that white teachers were ill equipped to teach students of 
color, and that no matter how well intended, they would not be able to comprehend 
multicultural education and therefore would not be effective in its implementation in 
schools. 
I was skeptical about whether or not a first or second grade level class could be 
engaged on the deepest levels of multicultural education, and critical pedagogy. I 
assumed that white teachers could not be effective in teaching students of color, or at 
least were not as capable as teachers of color in implementing the underlying guiding 
theories of multicultural education. I was prejudiced and angry, feeling that inherent to a 
teacher’s success was visceral experience with racism or discrimination, and it was my 
earlier agenda to promote primarily the recruitment of teachers of color. 
Lessons from the Process 
During the early stages of this research, Ms. Cowhey of the Peace Class and I had 
many discussions where she openly criticized academia and theory. This was initially 
confusing to me as I saw her as teaching from a very highly theoretical position. I could 
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see clearly the connections between theory in multicultural education and critical 
pedagogy and her practice as it manifested in her classroom. As a researcher with my 
personal and professional experiences, it was significant to observe a teacher who 
appeared not only to be benefiting herself, but that her success was also her student’s 
success as well as my own. There was a noticeable effect that her teaching based upon 
understanding the underlying theoretical forces of multicultural education created her 
practice that contributed to teaching for social change. 
In a dramatic way, I could see students of color and their role as experts and the 
effect that it had on their own learning as well as the climate and experience for the white 
students as well. As my efforts began to illuminate some issues that were supported by 
my ethnography colleagues and faculty, and I started to develop confidence as a novice 
researcher, it seemed like a very successful scenario for all involved: interest 
convergence for the teacher, her students, and for me, the researcher. 
The teacher received an award of national recognition. She was being recognized 
locally and nationally as an excellent educator and highly successful. I felt blessed to be 
in the classroom observing her every day. The Peace Class became a place where I felt I 
discovered all the “answers”. I would leave some of the early conversations with the 
teacher, however, feeling conflicted about my role as a researcher, my passion for theory, 
and my lack of classroom teaching experience. 
On the one hand Ms. Cowhey had a rich intellectual background and commitment 
to multicultural education at its deepest core levels, and on the other hand she felt critical 
of researchers and in particular those like myself who were not teachers. So while I was 
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thanking her and highly valuing her contributions to the planet, doubts crept in and shook 
me to my core about the nature or value of what I was doing in her classroom. 
The following is data that shows Mary Cowhey is the kind of teacher she claims 
to be in her interview reflecting a commitment to critical pedagogy, social justice and that 
revealed patterns and themes that emerged in her teaching such as empathy, honesty, 
safety and justice: examples of text to self, text to world, and text to text connections. 
Data transcript 2 
Jehann El-Bisi 
November 5, 2002 
Tikvah Means Hope, 1994 
An excerpt from the field notes: 
T= Teacher 
S1= Student One 
S2=Student Two 
AS=A11 Students 
OF+Observers Feelings 
xxxxxxxx= inaudible 
T= That was an excellent transition to the rug boys and girls. Today I am going to read a 
story called Tikvah means Hope. What type of story do you think it is? 
AS= TRUE!!!.... FICTION!!!!!! 
[The students all shout out their answers at this point.] 
T= How do we know that it is true... 
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AS= We look for an author’s note! 
T= Very good! Okay lets see if there is an author’s note... 
[Dramatically she slowly turns to the back of the book and opens it slowly, to their 
excited anticipation] 
T= There is one! 
AS= Yeah! 
T= In 1992 A firestorm in Oakland, burned 3,400 homes to the ground, 25,000 people 
died and there was tremendous loss of wildlife and family pets. 
S1 starts to frown and look very sad on the rug. 
T pulls her in close to her lap on the rocking chair. “This story always makes me cry 
because I have a text to self connection, I have a text to self connection because... 
[she is interrupted by S2, who is laughing at her saying, “you cry when you read the 
story?” he is kind of teasing in his tone. 
T= I have empathy for the main character because... 
S3= What does ‘empathy’ mean? 
[she defines empathy as having a concerned feeling for another person who is going 
through something difficult, or through something that you have experienced for yourself 
and can understand how they are feeling, it is a way of showing someone that you care 
about the feelings that they are having.] 
T= “You shouldn’t make fun of people who cry during a movie or a story...” 
The teacher reads the story and stops every so often to ask questions that reveal their 
understanding of the content, and to build anticipation about what will happen next. She 
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tells them, that is an excellent prediction! And good readers ask lots of questions and 
you all are asking excellent questions.” 
She comes to the climax of the story and her eyes well up and she cries. The students 
then raise their hands to relate their own stories about pets that they have lost. 
They raise their hands and say, “ I have a text to self connection when my bird died.” 
“I have a text to self connection when my cat was missing for three days and then 
suddenly he came back!” 
The teacher gives lots of space for their stories, and she encourages them to share how 
they felt at that time. 
Emotions are talked about in this classroom and she couches these discussions in a 
context so that feelings are connected to their learning. For example following the 
reading of Tikvah Means Hope, she told the students that later they would be working on 
their “Sad Books.” I went over to the book area and read the students’ books that had lots 
of events from their lives recounted in a sequence that read, “ I was sad when we had to 
move. I was sad when my cat died....” 
OF-I feel so strange. Sitting here watching. I feel tired just from watching_(the 
teacher) she works so hard. It is clear that she loves these kids. It is clear that she cares 
deeply about the world. It is clear that she is building a learning community in her 
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classroom. As I am writing these words, she is watching a child read, and she is writing 
while he reads, and yet she never takes her eyes off of his book. 
“Great! Nice job reading! I liked your use of expression while you read,_, thank 
you for reading with me.” 
He beams at Mary, his smile is wide and happy, and genuine. He skips back to his desk. 
I often feel like crying. I am choked up right this moment because I see children that are 
safe and happy to be in school. They behave confidently and in ways that demonstrate 
their sense of physical and emotional safety. I have never before observed a classroom 
where the students of color demonstrate this sense of safety before. If all teachers could 
do what she is doing, I am sure the world would change for the better. 
Data transcript 3 
Transcript of the Ballot Box Battle Lesson 
Videotaped Read Aloud and Discussion on the Rug 
Ms Cowhey: “Okay, this book is called the Ballot Box Battle.” 
Misha: “ I love this story!” 
Ms Cowhey: “ And this lady, [Annie raises her hand and keeps it raised] this is a picture 
book and it’s historical fiction, so one of the characters in here is somebody that we 
already know a little bit about. Does anybody recognize this lady from a poster in our 
classroom?” 
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Students collectively: “Uhhhhhh!!!!” [excitedly they shoot their hands up...and looking 
in the direction of the poster in the classroom...] 
Ms. Cowhey: “Gabriella?” 
Gabriella: “uhmmm....over there! [pointing to the poster] 
Ms.Cowhey: “Okay, which person...[Gabriella gets up and starts walking over to the 
poster]...do you think it is?” 
[Mikey gets up and starts walking with Gabriella to the poster..] 
[Gabriella is smiling...] 
Ms. Cowhey: “Kay, now she is next to Frederick Douglas now Mikey can you help read 
her name there?” 
Flynn: [Getting up and walking over to Mikey and Gabriella and the poster] “ I can read 
it...Elizabeth Candy Stanton” 
Ms. Cowhey: “Elizabeth Cady Stanton, very good and she’s next to Frderick Douglas 
who worked with her on the cause that she worked on and does anybody remember what 
she worked on that Frederick Douglas helped her with? [directing Flynn back to his spot 
on the quilt...] 
David: “Women’s rights..” 
Ms. Cowhey: “What was it David?” 
David: “it talks about a woman being able to vote and xxxxxxxx” 
Ms. Cowhey: “so the cause of women being able to vote, which was also called kind of a 
fancy word, a word beginning with ‘S’ women’s suffrage, and she worked for other 
women’s rights as well, now, if we can’t get ourselves organized about this quilt we’ll 
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put the quilt away, now are you organized about it? You were before you got up, 
[gesturing to Gabriella] get yourself situated however you’re gonna be but no fussin”’ 
[Gabriella smiles and complies...] 
Ms. Cowhey; “Set? Good. All right...and as we read this book I want people to keep in 
mind our other friend over here [reaching for a book and holding it up] 
Jasmine: “Who is it?” 
[some inaudible comments by students] 
Ms. Cowhey: “Well, xxxx is looking at the cover, there are horses in this book and is it 
predictable that there will be horses in this book too?” 
Students: “ uh huh, yah...” 
MC: “Okay, and our main character in here, what’s her name? [pointing to the book 
Riding Freedom...] 
Students: “Charlotte!” 
MC: “otherwise known as.... 
Students: “Charlie Parkhurst.” 
MC: “Charlie Parkhurst, [In unison with the students...] so keep her in mind as we’re 
reading this book, and I want us to particularly think about connections between this 
book riding freedom with Charlotte/Charlie Parkhurst and this book, [looking at Joshua] 
what do you have to say? 
Joshua: “ I noticed something.” 
MC: “ What did you notice?” 
[Joshua gets up and walks over to the book, and pointing to the page] that this woman 
xxxxx and its like riding freedom a lot because Charlotte used to ride horses and practice 
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them, riding a horse around [showing with his hands and pointing to the other book abd 
to the page of the Ballot book] and I think this woman [pointing to a woman in the 
background and circling his fingers around the woman in the foreground of the picture] is 
the xxxx of this woman.. 
MC: “Okay that’s a good prediction because one thing I know about Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton is that she had many, many children so umm considering how many children she 
had that’s a good prediction, that could be her daughter, lets read and find out about it... 
Meg reads the first line of the book, that indicates right away a contradiction to Joshua’s 
prediction and she stops reading, points to Joshua and asks, 
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“so how ‘bout your prediction?’’ 
Joshua: “I was wrong, uhh, [getting up and walking over to the book and MC] this 
woman... 
MC: “ So what is her relationship to Ms. Stanton?” 
Joshua: “ This woman, this woman is, actually owns the horse.” 
MC: “ and what is the relationship between the girl [emphatically] and the woman? 
Cordelia and Mrs. Stanton?” 
Joshua: “xxxxxx” 
MC: “ Right, is this her mother?” 
Joshua: “ No.” 
MC: “ Its her ‘nnnn’...” 
Joshua: “xxxxxxxxxxxx” 
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What this data shows among several things is how the students began to 
internalize the scaffolding technique as delineated by Keene and Zimmerman. 
Specifically they began to drop the “ I have a text to self-text-world connection” 
discourse and began making these connections automatically, naturally and applying 
them to many situations. Mary also as can be seen in the above transcript models this 
pattern of connection making without the use of the discourse “I have a text to self-text- 
world connection.” 
After reading the book, Faithful Elephants by Yukio Tsuchiya and Ted Lewin, 
one morning in read aloud, a student raised his hand and said, “That’s like Iraq.” The 
teacher questioned his connection and other students asked what would be the fate of 
animals in Iraq. In Faithful Elephants, zookeepers faced a significant and disturbing 
dilemma about whether or not to let the animals out or walk away knowing that they 
would starve to death, the story described previously in chapter 4. 
This student wrote a complete book that I include in the appendices called The 
War. This is also evidence to me of the students making many connections and trying to 
make sense out of senseless violence in the world and a teacher giving them the space to 
critically think about and express their views. 
The wonderful aspect of having too much data so to speak is that there are many, 
many questions to ask about teaching, student empowerment, social change, classroom 
practice, reading, writing and literacy and the list is endless with possibility. I chose 
select transcript material to support some of my initial questions that I reiterate in Chapter 
5 under implications for further research and to substantiate some claims I make about 
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excellent teachers. I look at what rapport could mean if we were to define it by the 
characteristics and practices of Mary Cowhey and excellent teaching. 
Most importantly, for me theoretically, is the exploration of expanding upon 
intertextuality and calling it critical intertextuality. I look at this as a way of synthesizing 
multicultural education, language, literacy and culture and intertextuality. Critical literacy 
does not in my opinion accomplish creating a dialogue that includes theory from the 
above listed areas and a practical tool for the classroom teacher concerned with social 
change. These issues are discussed in the following chapter. 
CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
What makes an excellent teacher? I asked this initial question in the introduction, 
and educator? After spending nine months in her classroom, I am certain of two things: 
Mary includes her students in the project of critical pedagogy in school and within the 
community; and she is committed to a democratic process that interrogates race, class, 
and gender while incorporating the multiple perspectives and experiences present at one 
time in her classroom. I believe engaging students and their families are some aspects of 
being an excellent teacher. 
Another conclusive finding is yes, unequivocally. To answer Beverly Tatum’s 
call for white allies in the public educational system for the benefit of all children not 
simply students of color, but interest convergence that includes benefits for white 
teachers, teachers of color, and all students. In Critical Literacy for Action, Shor and Pari 
(1999) state that [Beverly Tatum] 
suggests the need for both white students and students of color to be 
exposed to empowered people of color and to white allies committed to 
dismantling racism in order to avoid their being limited to 
victim/oppressor roles as well as to clarify the role of the white ally. 
While reading this passage in her article Teaching White Students About Racism; 
The Search for White Allies and the Restoration of Hope, in Shor and Pari, (1999), I 
honestly drew a blank. 
With the exception of Mary Cowhey, I have not previously encountered a white 
teacher who embodies the precepts for excellent multicultural education and affirming 
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diversity as set forth by Sonia Nieto. One of the qualities and essential ingredients of 
multicultural education is that “multicultural education is anti-racist” education Nieto 
(2005). 
What Mary Cowhey has been successful at accomplishing with her students is 
increasing their understanding of the many people who make up our American society. 
She emphasizes for them the vitality inherent in social and cultural diversity. She engages 
them in the process of dialogue that is based upon mutual respect and acknowledgment 
that there are multiple perspectives. 
She shares her skills and views that this is necessary to create a safe and 
productive citizenry, whether in a classroom, larger school or the world. Mary Cowhey’s 
students participate and they learn about the meaning of democratic participation as 
demonstrated by her open invitation to people with different perspectives on critical 
world issues. 
Mary Cowhey is anti-racist. She illuminated during the in-depth interview the 
experiences whereby she herself became an ally and personally committed as a teacher to 
issues of social justice. My earlier chapters examined questions pertaining to rapport and 
the characteristics that make a white teacher both anti-racist and who take a stance in 
favor of adopting multicultural pedagogy. It is important to examine such teacher’s 
processes, and further explorations that highlight precisely what educational researchers 
mean when we say “excellent teacher” or “excellent multicultural educator” or “great 
rapport”. 
While these questions did not become the absolute focus of the dissertation, I find 
some of them important to include in implications for further research. I also assert that 
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Mary Cowhey as a teacher serves as an example to teachers, educational researchers and 
teachers as researchers that Ladson Billings finds absent in the minds of most of her 
students and the population at large. 
I am happy to have found a teacher who can serve as a model for exemplary 
critical pedagogy for young children. Mary Cowhey has written a book called Black 
Ants and Budhism; Critcal Pedagogy for Elementary Students. She is the National Award 
winner of the prestigious Miliken Teacher Award and has attended and presented at the 
National Association for Multicultural Education, NAME, several times as well as other 
national conferences and is writing articles currently being considered for publication. 
So what? Who cares? Why should we examine Mary Cowhey’s teaching practices 
and her students and their classroom? Because it is essential to return to democratic 
processes in education if we wish to preserve the integrity of our educational system and 
what it was founded on originally according to Dewey. 
The reality is that the students of rm 110, or Mary’s Peace Class, extended far 
beyond the walls of a public school classroom and reached as far as rural villages in 
South Africa. The students themselves engaged in social action. They served in many 
aspects of their community and developed as young learners, preliterate some of them in 
many respects as first graders, a sense of agency and participation in a literate society. 
They discovered that the meanings embedded in language and their mediation of 
that language and the printed material that they began to learn about in their world was 
inextricable from their lives and had the magic of power in it. If they wrote a letter to the 
Mayor, she appeared in the classroom. A student was concerned that there was too much 
sugar in breakfast food being offered in the school cafeteria. Ms. Cowhey created space 
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for them to discuss how they might investigate it as a school wide problem that 
potentially affected their own health and learning experiences. 
They discovered some class differentiations (those who eat at school and those 
who do not) and their whole class research project that they designed met curriculum 
criteria that demanded the exploration of nutrition. They decided to present the findings 
of their research to the principal, the Mayor, the cafeteria staff, were featured in the local 
newschapter. It resulted in a significant change in the breakfast foods being offered in 
their school. They were documented in many ways publicly and began to internalize 
connections that they were making between language, literacy and culture. 
Initial Research Questions 
In the following memo from the ethnography course I took embarking on the 
study, I asked a number of initial research questions, some answered within the 
dissertation and some I will recommend for further research. 
Memo #1 
August 31, 2002 
Jehann El-Bisi 
In what ways do white teachers embody and represent multiple and diverse 
cultural perspectives? 
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What is the process whereby white teachers embrace and employ critical 
pedagogy and teaching strategies that affirm the cultural and Ethnic backgrounds of the 
learners? 
Does a white teacher’s commitment to transformative multicultural curriculum 
effect the academic achievement of students of color? 
What is the nature of the interaction between the white teacher and her student of 
color wherein the student’s cultural practices are integrated and fairly represented in the 
classroom community? 
When white teachers are “successful” with students of color, often it is declared 
that this particular teacher has a certain “rapport” with her students. What does “rapport” 
mean, in this case, and are we able to observe and record some specific constellation of 
characteristics, strategies, and methodologies that can be analyzed for purposes of 
reproducing them in teacher training programs? 
If we define whiteness in the context of learning as a set of dominant cultural 
practices that both white teachers and students of color engage in to achieve success, how 
much if any does the white teacher’s awareness of her/his own whiteness affect the 
learning outcomes for students of color? 
Implications for Further Research 
Examining a very specific strategy, the text-world connections (Keene & 
Zimmerman, 1997) that was introduced as a scaffolding tool for reading comprehension, 
through intertextuality can change the range of learning opportunities for that tool. By 
applying intertextuality to the filed of multicultural education we can strengthen both the 
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theoretical advances of multicultural education through interdisciplinary dialogue and 
research. It is multicultural education, and specifically Ms. Cowhey’s use of it in her 
teaching, that changed the nature and reach of Keene and Zimmerman’s scaffolding 
technique. It changed from a technique that focuses on only improved reading for better 
comprehension, to one that includes space for social action and agency as taken up by the 
students and the teacher. 
At the forefront of the practical implications of this research is an agenda for 
social justice and equitable instruction for all students. Additionally, scholars concerned 
with intertextuality as it relates to literacy issues, or highly specialized linguistic issues, 
can find an entry point into discussions in the field of multicultural education, where 
scholarship is sometimes situated within a sociopolitical context (Nieto, 1999). It also 
emphasizes dialogue for optimal democratic participation whether in the classroom or in 
the larger world. 
The study taught me how white teachers who understand and engage in a similar 
process of teaching and learning can become very competent teachers of MCED. Interest 
convergence can illustrate how these changes will result in both the teacher’s success and 
the students. Based upon cross-disciplinary findings from the study, I learned that CRT 
especially interest convergence and intersectionality can be influential in classroom 
research. 
There are many things that I would like to go back and find out. What happened 
to the Peace Class when they became second graders who stayed together for another 
year with the same teacher? What are the students’ reflections of their learning 
experiences in the Peace Class? What are Ms.Cowhey’s reflections and thoughts about 
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what I observed and chose to write about as a researcher? What were some of the 
standardized testing outcomes (although we shared a bias against them) that could end up 
revealing some interesting data about their “tested” academic performance? How are the 
students from the Peace Class doing now, and how did the way they learned with Ms. 
Cowhey impact their experiences with other teachers? 
I recall a day when I went back to visit with Ms. Cowhey, and while having lunch 
in her classroom, a third grade teacher stopped by and said, “I have one of yours, and she 
is questioning everything!” It was difficult to ascertain whether she was frustrated with 
her student or celebrating her. I would like to find out the impact over time that this 
exposure to critical pedagogy and multicultural education has had on the students of the 
Peace Class. I am also interested in finding out what kind of outcomes their internalized 
experience of that scaffolding technique has had on their learning over time. I am 
interested in how and why, as a researcher, my personal experience can become one that 
qualifies my subjective relationship to this research process while not compromising the 
academic integrity of the study. 
Ultimately this is a complex and very hopeful study. It reveals interest 
convergence, uses of intertextuality in multicultural education, and how Ms. Cowhey’s 
practice is not the flip-side of the banking coin, imposing a leftist ideology, but rather a 
praxis dedicated to democratic principles that allow for different viewpoints, questioning, 
and problem-posing education. The traditional banking model is a closed system. 
Knowledge is fixed and moves in one direction from teacher to students. While Ms. 
Cowhey makes her political bias known, she allows her students to make their own 
political decisions, including naming themselves, The Peace Class. 
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When I asked Ms. Cowhey if she ever feels constrained working in the public 
school system, she replied emphatically; 
I wouldn’t not teach in a public system. I don’t think I would teach in a 
private school based on principle. I believe in public education. I went to 
public schools, and I think that, in a democratic society, you have to have 
public education, and it has to be excellent. And if you’re going to have 
excellent public education, you have to have excellent teachers in the 
public schools, so if anybody thinks they’re any good, they should put 
themselves in a public school. So that’s my bias on public education. 
In 2003, in a seminar on culture and learning, my advisor asked what 1 think is a 
poignant and critical question; “Can teachers serve the students and social change?” I 
answered that I believe it is possible and that in Freirian terms, the classroom, can be a 
site for revolution. In the absence of an actual political revolution in the societal context 
in which the school is located, an ideological revolutionary force can take place in the 
classroom. Teachers have the power to either oppress or empower their students. The 
way in which teachers choose to allocate, share and negotiate power in the classroom is 
the underlying impetus for social change. Rather than the flip-side of the coin of 
depositing conservative rhetoric into the minds of the receptive learners, teachers who 
use critical pedagogy render visible historical truths and contradictions in our collective 
pasts. In this way, teachers are not simply supplanting the standard curricular diet with a 
leftist ideology, but instead raising tensions and questions that promote critical thinking 
and awareness, essential for social change. 
How does this teaching for social change “serve the students” when the tendency 
of the schools is to indoctrinate students with a mainstream or conservative narrative? It 
will serve the students to know that there are multiple perspectives and narratives in the 
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context of our shared history. And while they may not benefit materially in the same way 
if they were not critical of “how society is”, in other words, accepting the status quo, it 
will certainly benefit them to have critical thinking skills and problem solving approaches 
in an increasingly diverse and multicultural society. 
In teachers lies a hope for societal transformation. It is in their best interest and in 
the best service of their students when they are teaching for social change. Change is 
imminent and imperative, and those teachers and students equipped to handle and effect 
change stand to gain. 
Ms. Cowhey is a teacher who is serving her students and teaching for social 
change. I am a researcher who is dedicated to social change that focuses on equity, 
compassion, academic opportunity, and excellence for all, and I believe that public 
education has a responsibility to ensure these to its citizenry. Ms. Cowhey and the Peace 
Class are an example of the possibility of hope and success in challenging political and 
social circumstances. They have taught me so much and I am forever grateful for their 
lessons. 
I learned that theory matters. Theory is crucial. It is essential not only to theorize, 
but just as I believe Ms. Cowhey theorizes her teaching practice, as a researcher, I must 
theorize my practice. Thus there is a significant role that researchers can play whether or 
not they are teachers themselves. That is not to say that we should theorize in a vacuum, 
but rather there is merit to have the luxury of theorizing from the standpoint of purely 
observing someone else’s practice. Simultaneously, and perhaps ideally, is the teacher as 
researcher, who is able to both observe herself and her own practice, and to generate 
theory rooted in practice. Both circuitously inform one another, and both are important in 
the development of teacher education. 
There are several additional research activities and ideas that I wanted to pursue 
and that I think are important areas to consider for further research. For example, early 
during the study, I wanted to give the students cameras like the one that I was using and 
aske them to “do ethnographic research” along with me. I wanted to do this so that I 
could gain insight into their perspectives on my role as a researcher, Mary as their 
teacher, and themselves as students as researchers and how they would present this 
videographically. I also noticed their keen interest in seeing themselves on film and this 
gave birth to my interest in a digital dissertation or a dissertation that I could present as a 
documentary. 
There was another opportunity to change roles with the teacher that would have 
i provided me with more insight into Mary’s practice and the chance to increase my 
previous understanding as an elementary teacher myself with limited although previous 
experiences. I think that retrospectively this might be an excellent exchange for teachers 
and classroom researchers. 
Critical intertextuality is like “mirrors within mirrors” with the teacher, the 
researcher and the students all making intertextual connections with eachother, the micro 
texts, the macro text and their lives in the larger context of culture and the classroom and 
world as a multicultural backdrop for the connections and embedded meanings being 
constructed by the relationships being created throughout the process of conducting 
research. It might best summarized by saying that in this exchange, students are making 
text to world connections, teachers and researchers are making text to world connections, 
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and over time and with the possibility of an indepth and longer study, it would be better 
described as ethnographic. 
Critical Pedagogy and Elementary Students 
Critical pedagogy in the early grades is not only possible, but the students who are 
exposed to a teacher who applies these theories can internalize these learning processes 
early, as they engage in their learning in the classroom and in the larger world. The most 
shocking and important moment for me came while sitting on the side of the carpet 
during a read aloud, when Gabriella, a first grader, raised her hand and exclaimed, “Ms. 
Cowhey, I have a text-to-world connection!” I was astonished by the sophistication of 
her comment and the discussion that followed. It became the focal point of my 
ethnography. Unfamiliar at the time with the scaffolding technique developed by Keene 
and Zimmerman, (1997), I was so impressed with what six and seven-year-old students 
were saying. 
I learned how effective these kids were in not only theorizing their world, but also 
in coming up with very complex and sophisticated problems to work on and solve 
together. Students of color really do have more space and agency in this kind of 
environment that supports and sustains critical pedagogy, benefiting the whole group not 
only students of color. It is ideal to immerse young children in this kind of classroom 
environment. In fact, to those who have thought, as I have, that you cannot discuss 
critical pedagogy with elementary students, it is not only possible but also preferable. It 
almost seems a natural and developmentally suitable way to be educating young children. 
Theory comes naturally to young children! 
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To summarize, most importantly, I learned that white teachers can be experts in 
multicultural education and critical pedagogy, and can benefit themselves professionally 
as they create opportunities for students of color and white students to excel. I learned 
that interest convergence from a CRT perspective creates a framework for discussing Ms. 
Cowhey’s success, and how all of her students and she stand to gain from her approach to 
teaching. I learned that a cross-disciplinary approach to classroom research can provide 
us with opportunities for discovering practices that serve teachers and students committed 
to both social justice in schools and to academic excellence. 
Change as a Researcher 
Finally, I experienced transformation as I learned to not go looking for what I 
wanted to say. Initially, when I saw the opportunity to reveal this seemingly perfect 
teacher and her classroom, I had an agenda to create a portrait that would be nice and 
neat, proving everything I ever wanted to say about multicultural education. I thought 
that it would be so easy. I began to change by slowing down and letting go of my beliefs, 
my anticipation, and my feverish desperation to produce something “good”. When I let 
go, went into that classroom without the camera, without my logbooks, without a clue 
really, that is when I began to learn something. I also began to set about patiently learning 
how to research. It was so messy, so unsettling, and so difficult. I thought of quitting. It 
was emotionally upsetting. It became evident that this was not about writing a chapter 
with a beginning and an end. The day I knew it was just the very beginning of an endless 
unending soul adventure was like the night I realized while nursing my infant son on a 
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sleepless night during the second week of his life, that this was a job that I could never 
quit. 
And here I am, having stayed up all night, nursing the infant of a dissertation as a 
changed researcher. I have become much more open to the process and the journey rather 
than producing a product, and I really did let go of all of those assumptions allowing 
room to learn something not only new, but unexpected, and organically generated rather 
than forced and manufactured. 
More than changing as a researcher, I changed fundamental beliefs about myself 
and about white people. I healed deeply loathsome feelings that I carried around blinding 
me to the hope and possibilities of working from where we are now with a white majority 
teaching force, with white teachers who share a vision of love and peace for our world. I 
changed my idea about what it meant to be a researcher, and how much self-sacrifice you 
must be willing to make to become a real researcher. I transformed my fear. I changed the 
idea of who I am racially. It started to matter more that I integrate conflicting aspects of 
my identity, so as to be open to learning from different angles. I learned to quiet the fiery 
emotions that earlier had so clouded my ability to learn and think about what I was 
observing. 
These are just the beginning of the changes that I underwent as a result of this 
research. There were very many physical changes, like exercising to have the stamina to 
do this work, and developing some kind of routine with writing so that I could nurture the 
habits of practicing researchers. Emotional changes, spiritual changes, and life changing 
decisions have all been made in light of this profound experience. 
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September 5, 2002 
Dear Ms. Cowhey, 
Welcome to another school year! Sonia Nieto has highly recommended you as an 
excellent teacher to observe for a course in Ethnography. My name is Jehann El-Bisi, I 
am one of Sonia’s doctoral students in Language, Literacy, and Culture. 
I am about to begin an Ethnographic study for a course in Ethnographic research. I am 
interested in working with a White teacher who is successful with students of color. I am 
very enthusiastic about this study that is very close to my heart. As a woman of color, I 
spent the first seven years of elementary school as the only student of color, of multiracial 
background, in a working class factory town in New England. The experiences that I had 
during those years are significant to my study and commitment to anti-bias curriculum 
for the benefit of both students of color and white students. 
I am particularly interested in observing the positive interactions between white teachers 
and students of color wherein it positively affects their learning outcomes. The reason I 
have decided to work with white teachers is because of the reality that white teachers are 
the predominant members of the national teaching force. Also, many are very committed 
to the cause for academic achievement of children of color, and inclusive curriculum for 
the benefit of all learners in the school environment. There is great potential in 
collaborative efforts between white educators and educators of color. 
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I have had a lot of varied teaching experiences ranging from Early Childhood to 
University undergraduate education, and every grade in between. I am the single mom of 
a second grade boy. I have a lot to offer any classroom and I have a special strength 
working with young children. I am a permanently certified elementary teacher. 
I am very open, flexible and interested in collaboration. I hope that you will consider 
meeting with me to discuss the potential of me becoming a participant observer in your 
classroom for the span of this academic year. 
I understand that you could have previous commitments, and may not be able to 
collaborate. If so, could you refer me to another interested teacher? The first day of class 
is on Tuesday September 10, 2002. If at all possible I would like to know by then. 
I look forward to hearing from you! Of coursetve any questions please contact;]— „ ji 
Jehann El-Bisi 
jehann@educ.umass.edu 
413-546-5314 
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October 25, 2002 
Participant Consent Form 
Dear Ms. Cowhey, 
I want to thank you for allowing me to observe your amazing classroom! I am very happy 
to find the elements of theory associated with multicultural education and critical 
pedagogy in praxis in your room. You are a gifted teacher, and the potential and 
implications of sharing observations about your teaching strategies with educators is so 
hopeful for those of us committed to culturally responsive teaching and inclusive 
curriculum design. 
As you know, I am investigating white teachers who are using theories in multicultural 
education in their teaching practices and who are committed to socioculturally and 
sociopolitically relevant and responsive teaching. 
I am asking your permission to observe you and record those observations in field notes, 
to quote you, to describe your classroom, to use audio recording devices, to use video 
recording devices, to interview you, and then use this data in a written study. I plan to 
present these findings at educational research conferences, related workshops, and to 
possibly publish the findings in scholarly journals. I also may use the study for a 
reflective comprehensive examination paper. 
I can use a pseudonym to protect your identity if you wish. 
I respect your confidentiality, and I am willing to answer any questions and discuss my 
research agenda with you further. 
Sincerely, 
Jehann El-Bisi 
Date: i 
Yes, I give you my permission to conduct your study in my classroom and use the above 
mentioned observational tools including: 
[/ Field notes 
^/Quotes 
Participant Signature: 
Interviews 
cX Audio/Video recording 
( i*yDuL{A (x f~c> ^ ^>"0 ti 
November 6,2006 
Dear Mary, 
I am embarking on the next phase of my degree program requirements in 
Language, Literacy and Culture at the University of Amherst. I am ready to write, 
assemble and complete the dissertation. 
I conducted research in your classroom over the years 2002-2004.1 collected data 
via audio recording, video recording, observations, participation, field notes and in-depth 
interviewing. I appreciated your broad consent to write about your teaching and the 
“Peace Class”. I now need a new consent form as the original only covers me through the 
comps exam. 
I now respectfully request your consent to complete the dissertation using the 
same data. 
I intend to use the dissertation for scholarly publications, conference presentations 
like the EQRE that I presented at in Pittsburgh in the Spring of 2003, future publications 
arising from the dissertation, my final oral defense proceeding, any field related 
workshops, and educational pursuits for best possible dissemination of your excellent 
teaching practices and the use of critical pedagogy with young children. 
I am asking for your specific release to quote you in my dissertation and 
professional presentations. Please know that it is my intention to continue to uphold and 
maintain the highest degree of ethics and integrity with regard to our professional and 
personal relationship and that at your request, I will share as before the final drafts of my 
work with you. As you know the dissertation is written for an academic audience and my 
hope is that your voice will be included in a way that you will find accurate. 
As you requested I will use your real name and you have the right to withdraw 
from this study at any time. 
Sincerely Jehann El-Bisi (researcher) 
Signed: 
Date: u 
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APPENDIX D 
E-MAIL FROM PROFESSOR MCLAREN 
Dear Jehann.first of all the Judith Butler stuff on performance really 
doesnt add much to the argument that isnt already there in much of the 
literature on whiteness...there are some interesting ideas that he 
highlighted..that was fine...but he really took liberties with my piece. 
The piece in question that I wrote was a bit different from how I would 
write about whiteness now...And it did show me that I need to be more 
careful with what I say so mean-spirited scholars on the attack have less 
room to manipulate what I say...I wrote my response as a footnote which I 
will try to work into one of my forthcoming articles with 
Valerie...again...In the future, I need to elaborate on what I meant when I 
talked about choosing blackness and brownness.Jet me know what you think 
about the response.. In more recent pieces, I am clearer but I didnt have 
time to try to find them all. J figure this should do it. best 
Peter 
We want to make clear here that we support anti-racist struggles that are 
linked to anti-capitalist struggle. In acknowledging the materiality of 
white bodies, we don't wish to underestimate the social position that white 
skin affords white people, regardless of how well-intentioned they might be. 
This is clearly something that cannot be CEwished away1 by dis-identifying 
with whiteness nor with an ideological, identification with the struggles of 
people of color. In "Performing Whiteness Differently: Rethinking the 
Abolitionist Project" John T. Warren argues that McLaren's call for 
"choosing against whiteness" and "choosing to be black or brown" is not only 
an impossibility but also a "trap of intent" that can only be made by a 
privileged white person and a choice that constitutes a violent 
appropriation of another's culture for one's own use. Warren also feels that 
white abolitionists do not account for their own white skin privilege in 
their own work. He argues that in attempting to step outside of whiteness or 
by demonizing whiteness, white abolitionist scholars merely recenter 
whiteness and redouble its debilitating effects. Warren's description of 
"doing whiteness differently" is not at odds with what we are saying about 
the practices of anti-racism. But his simplistic reading of McLaren's 
statement and his refusal to read it in the larger context of his work on 
whiteness offers an easy marker against which to contrast his own project of 
performing whiteness based largely on Judith Butler's work on 
performativity. To suggest that the way McLaren was articulating "choosing 
browness or blackness" amounts to an (albeit unintentional) act of stealing 
a culture or an identity from a person of color is a highly contentious and 
distorted accusation. In point of fact, McLaren's discussion of choosing 
blackness or brownness followed from a quotation by James Cone in his 
magisterial An African-American Theology of Liberation, where Cone makes 
the statement that white folks cannot be true allies of black folks unless 
they become reinvented in "black being." ^ ^argues that it is necessary 
for white folks to "destroy their whiteness by becoming members of an 
oppressed community" and that they can best be part of the larger struggle 
against racism "when their white being has passed away and they are created 
anew in black being" (1986, p. 97). To choose to be black or brown in this 
context is a choice of self-consciously working in solidarity with people 
of color in the larger struggle for social justice and socialism. It does 
not mean that white folks should steal the culture of black folks. Why is 
the concept "choosing blackness" used by McLaren made out by Warren to mean 
the equivalent of "stealing a culture, or taking somebody's identity" 
instead of, say, "sharing cultural and ideological perspectives" to the 
extent, of course, that this is possible? Putting aside for a moment 
Warren's essentializing of culture/identity, McLaren's concept of choosing 
blackness or brownness is a construct more in common with 
ideological/political identification than cultural theft. Warren fails to 
report a number of assertions made in McLaren's article under review such 
as: 'To choose blackness or brownness as a way to escape the stigma of 
whiteness and to avoid responsibility for owning whiteness is still very 
much an act of whiteness" (McLaren, 1999, p. 43) Clearly, then, choosing 
blackness or brownness does not obviate responsibility for owning whiteness. 
This position stands in stark contrast to Warren's assertion: "I cannot 
magically rename my race or decide to be other than white just by saying 
iL" Clearly, McLaren does not believe you can simply choose to identify 
ideologically with the culture of another and "be" that culture in the same 
manner that you can throw on a new set of clothes. He is not talking about 
cultural identification as much as ideologically identifying with the 
imperatives of solidarity within anti-racist struggle. McLaren also links 
white subjective formation to class relations: "Not until the social 
relations of (re) production and consumption are recognized as class 
relations linked to whiteness and thus challenged and transformed can new 
ethnicities emerge capable of eliminating white privilege" (McLaren, p.45). 
According to Warren, Butler links bodies to regulatory norms that 
historically dictate the practices that constitute race. Warren notes that, 
according to Butler, the "I" undergoes the process of white subjectivity, 
which is a product of social, political and cultural possibilities generated 
through history. McLaren, too, links whiteness to "modes of subjectivity 
within particular social sites considered to be normative" (1999, p. 35) but 
McLaren concentrates his efforts on the material basis of racism linked to 
capitalist social relations of production, and the need to create a 
socialist alternative. 
Please Add 
Cone, James H. (1986). A Black Theology of Liberation. New York: Orbis 
Books. 
John T. Warren, "Performing Whiteness Differently: Rethinking the 
Abolitionist Project", Educational Theory, volume 51, issue 4, Fall, 2001. 
McLaren, Peter. (1999). Rethinking Whiteness, Rethinking Democracy: Critical 
Citizenship in Gringolandia. In Chrsitine Clarke and James O'Donnell (eds.) 
Becoming and Unbecoming White: Owning and Disowning a Racial Identity, 
Westport, Connecticut: Bergin and Garvey. Pp. 10-55. 
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FOCUS: MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION by Sonia Nieto 
Fad or Necessity? 
A scholar makes the case for multicultural education 
In spite ot the tact that 
multicultural education 
has been around for over 
three decades, it is still largely 
misunderstood. The mere 
mention of the term leaves 
many educators and the pub¬ 
lic at large either fearful of a 
"politically correct” curricu¬ 
lum, or imagining warm and 
fuzzy scenes of diversity din¬ 
ners and ethnic celebrations. 
Neither of these is what multi¬ 
cultural education is really 
about. Understanding and 
implementing multicultural 
education means taking into 
account the following fun¬ 
damental ideas: 
Multicultural education 
is above all about social jus¬ 
tice, access and equity. 
Contrary to what the pun¬ 
dits who oppose multicul¬ 
tural education might say, 
multicultural education is 
not about political correct¬ 
ness, sensitivity training or 
ethnic cheerleading. It is pri- i 
iharily about social justice, 
access and equity. Given the 
vastly unequal educational 
outcomes among students of 
different backgrounds, equal¬ 
izing conditions for student 
learning needs to be at the 
core of a concern for diversity. 
If this is the case, “celebrating 
diversity" through special 
assembly programs, multicul¬ 
tural dinners or ethnic cele¬ 
brations—if they are not part 
of a comprehensive approach 
to confronting the structural 
inequalities that exist in 
schools—are hollow activities. 
A concern for social justice 
means looking critically at 
why and how our schools are 
unjust for some students. It 
means analyzing school poli¬ 
cies and practices such as the 
curriculum, textbooks and 
materials, instructional strat¬ 
egies, tracking, the recruit¬ 
ment and hiring of staff and 
parent involvement strate¬ 
gies, to name a few, that favor 
some students over others. 
All school policies and prac¬ 
tices need to be viewed with 
an eye toward making them 
more equitable for all stu¬ 
dents, not just for students of 
privilege, that is, those who 
happen to be White, middle- 
class and English-speaking. 
Multicultural education 
takes into account the socio¬ 
political context of schools 
and society. 
Schools inevitably reflect 
society, and the evidence that 
our society is becoming 
more unequal is growing 
every day. In fact, the United 
States now has one of the 
highest income disparities in 
the world, with the combined 
wealth of the top 1 percent of 
U.S. families about the same 
as the entire bottom 80 per¬ 
cent Such structural inequal¬ 
ity inevitably leads to gross 
disparities in employment, 
housing, health care, general 
quality of life and, of course, 
educational opportunities 
and outcomes. 
Growing societal inequi¬ 
ties are mirrored in numer¬ 
ous ways in schools, from 
highly disparate financing of 
schools in wealthy and poor 
communities, to academic 
tracking that favors White 
above Black and Brown stu¬ 
dents, to SAT scores that cor¬ 
relate perfectly with income 
rather than with intelligence 
or ability. Although equality 
is a worthy goal, it is far from 
a reality in most schools, and 
those who bear the burden of 
inequality are our children, 
particularly poor children of 
all backgrounds and children 
of color. Societal conditions 
create schools that are racist 
and classist, if not by inten¬ 
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tion, at least by result 
Inequality is a fact of life in 
the United States, but given 
the myth of meritocracy with 
which we have been raised, 
many people refuse to believe 
or accept it. As a result, we 
persist in blaming children, 
their families, their cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds, 
laziness or genetic inferior¬ 
ity. Once we accept the fact 
that inequality is alive and 
thriving in our society and 
schools, we can proceed to 
do something about it; until 
we do, little will change. 
Multicultural education 
views diversity as a valuable 
resource. 
I went to elementary 
school in Brooklyn, New 
York, during the 1950s. My 
classmates were enormously 
diverse in ethnicity, race, lan¬ 
guage, social class and family 
structure. But even then, we 
were taught as if we were all 
cut from the same cloth. Our 
mothers were urged to speak 
to us in English at home 
(fortunately, my mother 
never paid attention, and it is 
because of this that I am 
bilingual in Spanish and 
English today), and we were 
given the clear message that 
anything having to do with 
our home cultures was not 
welcome in school. To suc¬ 
ceed in school, we needed to 
learn English, forget our 
native language and behave 
like the kids we read about in 
our basal readers. 
Needless to say, learning 
English and learning it well 
is absolutely essential for 
academic and future success, 
not to mention for simply 
navigating one’s life in the 
United States, but the assump¬ 
tion that one must discard 
one’s identity along the way 
needs to be challenged There 
is nothing shameful in know¬ 
ing a language other than 
English. In fact, becoming 
bilingual can benefit both 
individuals and our nation 
in general. Recently, for 
example, it was reported that 
only six of the 1,000 staff 
members at the American 
Embassy in Iraq were fluent 
in Arabic This is a terrible 
indictment, not only of our 
educational system, but also 
of our society’s insistence on 
remaining monolingual. 
As educators, we can no 
longer afford to behave as if 
diversity were a dirty word. 
We do all students, regard¬ 
less of background a disser¬ 
vice when we prepare them to 
live in a society that no longer 
exists. Moreover, current 
research is underscoring the 
positive influence that cul¬ 
tural and linguistic diversity 
have on student learning: 
immigrant students who 
maintain a positive ethnic 
identity as they acculturate 
and who become fluent bilin¬ 
guals are more likely to have 
better mental health, do well 
academically and graduate 
from high school than those 
who completely assimilate. 
On a global scale, our nation 
would benefit from viewing 
bilingualism, multilingual¬ 
ism and multiculturalism as 
the normal and natural 
human experience. Yet we 
insist on erasing cultural and 
linguistic differences as if 
they were a burden rather 
than an asset. 
Multicultural education 
requires a shift in both atti¬ 
tudes and behaviors. 
In many U.S. classrooms, 
cultural, linguistic and other 
differences are commonly 
viewed as temporary, if trou¬ 
blesome, barriers to learn¬ 
ing. Consequently, students 
of diverse backgrounds are 
treated as if they had nothing 
to bring to the educational 
endeavor. Yet anybody who 
has walked into a classroom 
knows that teaching and 
learning are above all about 
relationships, and these rela¬ 
tionships can have a pro¬ 
found impact on students’ 
futures. 
When schools dismiss the 
identities of non-mainstream 
students, students pick up 
the message that they are not 
welcome as full participants 
in the school setting. As a 
result, many students do not 
develop positive relation¬ 
ships with either their teach¬ 
ers or with learning. It is only 
when educators and schools 
accept and respect who their 
students are, and what they 
know, that they can begin to 
build positive connections 
with them. 
Multicultural education 
presupposes becoming 
multicultural. 
Over the years, I have 
found that some people 
believe they are affirming 
diversity simply because they 
say they are. But mouthing 
the words is not enough. 
Students sense instantly 
when support for diversity is 
superficial. 
Because many educators 
in the United States have not 
had the benefit of firsthand 
experiences with diversity, 
the concept can be frighten¬ 
ing. But if we think of teach¬ 
ing as a lifelong journey of 
personal transformation, 
becoming a multicultural 
person is part of the journey. 
It is different for each person. 
It might begin, for instance, 
with a recognition of one’s 
own ignorance (for we are 
all, no matter our own iden¬ 
tities, ignorant of the reali¬ 
ties of others); it might mean 
learning a second language, 
or working collaboratively 
with colleagues to design 
more effective strategies for 
reaching all students. How¬ 
ever we begin the journey, 
until we take those tentative 
first steps, what we say about 
diversity is severely limited 
by what we do—or don’t do. 
Sonia Nieto is professor 
emerita of Language, Literacy 
and Culture at the School of 
Education at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst. She 
is the author of many books 
and articles on multicultural 
and bilingual education, cur¬ 
riculum reform, teacher edu¬ 
cation and other subjects. 
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Mary Cowhey 
Mary Cowhey’s students : 
have held voter registration ; 
drives, picked up trash at j 
community parks and raised i 
money to send to Hurricane i 
Katrina victims. They’ve cel- 1 
ebrated the election of the \ 
first female Speaker of the ! 
House, questioned informa- • 
tion gleaned from textbooks • 
and asked Cowhey how to get ( 
at the truth of history. 
These aren’t typical seven- 
and eight-year-olds. But then - 
again, Cowey isn’t a typical 
educator. She was a commu¬ 
nity organizer for 14 years 
before becoming an elemen- • 
tary school teacher. She's 
taught first and second grade 
in Northampton for 10 years 
now, and recently wrote a 
book. Black Ants and Bud¬ 
dhists: Thinking Differently 
and Teaching Critically in the 
Primary Grades, about her 
educational philosophy and 
classroom experiences. 
Engaging students in real- 
world issues, integrating dif¬ 
ferent areas of knowledge and 
encouraging children to 
• * 
continued on page 17 
continued from page 7 
think critically—these are all 
key aspects of Cowhey’s 
approach. When students 
wanted to make clothing for 
their teddy bears, for example, 
she turned the activity into a 
wide-ranging series of lessons. 
One father brought a sewing 
machine to class (something 
many students had never 
seen); children solved math 
problems using the buttons 
and fabric, and practiced 
writing skills by describing 
on paper their bears’ person¬ 
alities. One child brought in a 
45-year-old book entitled 
How We Get Our Clothing, 
which showed white Ameri¬ 
can women in the 1960s sit¬ 
ting behind sewing machines. 
Co whey pointed out ways in 
which the clothing industry 
has changed, describing how 
in the 1970s, factories from 
the North moved to the South 
where there were no unions, 
and how today few clothes 
were made in the U.S. Kids 
twisted to read their own 
clothing labels, which became 
a geography lesson. 
Cowhey says she’s taught 
this way from the beginning, 
guided by natural impulse, 
though at first she had felt 
like an “odd duck.” It wasn't 
until her third year of teach- i 
ing, when she took a masters ; 
course in multicultural edu- j 
cation, that she realized her ! 
instincts were actually formal ‘ 
theory. "I said, ‘These are my f 
people! ’* she recalls. > 
Today, she’s a strong pro¬ 
ponent of critical pedagogy, 
which encourages students to 
question and challenge dom¬ 
inant practices and beliefs. 
Embracing the ideas of Bra¬ 
zilian educator Paulo Friere, 
Cowhey believes that chil¬ 
dren are not empty vessels to 
be filled with knowledge by 
teachers; instead, teachers 
and students alike are both 
learners and educators. “Crit¬ 
ical thinking is not a frill or 
extra*shesays.“lt’s an impor¬ 
tant component of democ¬ 
racy in this country." 
Christine Triantos is a free¬ 
lance writer. 
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